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T

HIS ISSUE IS MY LAST AS EDITOR OF THE

Cresset. During my eleven years in this
position, fifty-six issues have been completed, but I can take credit for so little of the
work that has been done in this time. I have had
the immense pleasure and honor of working with
hundreds of thoughtful writers who have contributed essays, columns, and poems; dozens of
talented Valpo undergraduates who have served
ably as Assistant Editors and Office Managers;
and the many, many members of the Valpo faculty
and staff whose efforts make this journal possible.
Of all the wonderful things about this job, the
many colleagues and friends I have made mean
the most to me. To everyone who has helped in
any way, thank you and please understand how
proud I am of what we have done together.
Next fall, I will remain at Valparaiso
University as a faculty member in the Department
of Political Science and International Relations.
The announcement of the next editor will be
made soon after this issue is released, so please
keep a close eye on our social media accountsfacebook.com/thecresset and @cressetjournal on
Twitter-for that news.
The Trinity 2016 issue begins with an essay
from John Ruff, who served as The Cresset's
Poetry Editor during the first six years of my
editorship (and for several years before that). In
"Ecce Homo-Behold the Man: Photographs by
Virgil DiBiase;' John introduces us to a photographer who takes time to establish a relationship
with each of his subjects before taking his or her
picture. His subjects are often people we would
avoid if we saw them walking toward us on the
street, but DiBiase nudges us out of our comfort zones and helps us see beauty and dignity

where we least expect it. (Fans of photography
will also enjoy Gregory Maher's "The Industrial
Vernacular" on Gary Cialdella, a photographer
who chronicles the social, industrial, and architectural history of Northwest Indiana).
In "Chicken Eight Ways;' Amy Peterson tells
a story you might have heard before-a story
about moving to the countryside, starting a farm,
and beginning a new life-but in Peterson's telling the story is as much about death and decay
as about life and renewal. She realizes that in
coming to know animals that she will someday
kill and consume she learns something about her
own humanity and about a God who loves all
creatures great and small.
And in "Education on the Way to Emmaus;'
Peter Dula reflects on Luke 24:13-24, when the
disciples fail to recognize the risen Christ. For
Dula, this story about meeting a stranger on the
road teaches us to be prepared to embrace the
unknown and unexpected when we meet them
and to bravely offer our own strangeness to the
world.
These three essays show us new ways of seeing and knowing the world: how to find dignity
in the downtrodden, to recognize individuality in
the commoditized, to glimpse the face of Christ
in a stranger. They teach us to look beyond the
surface of things to find beauty that is hidden
from the casual observer. In the inaugural issue
of The Cresset, founding editor 0. P. Kretzmann
described the journal as "a small lamp set on
the walls of the Church to find things of value
in the surrounding darkness ..." From that first
issue, this journal has always been a place where
Christian scholarship and wisdom engage with
the ideas and culture of the world. We look at the
world, and we say-in the words of the Apostle
Paul-"if there be any virtue, and if there be any
praise, think on these things:' In my time as editor, I hope that you have found some things in
these pages to think on, and when I remember
all the fine people who have helped me and who
will keep up this good work in the future, I am
certain there will be much more to think on in
issues to come. t
-]PO
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Ecce Homo- Behold the Man
Photographs by Virgil DiBiase
John Ruff

F

OR A LONG TIME,

I

HAVE ENJOYED GOING

to museums and galleries to look at art. I
suppose this became a favorite pastime
when my wife, Gloria Ruff, and I lived in Rome,
Italy during the 1970s. I was teaching sixth grade
at the Notre Dame International School run by the
Brothers of the Holy Cross. My wife was studying drawing, sculpture, and art history at The
American College of Rome, and I often tagged
along on field trips, which got us into some of the
most beautiful museums, churches, and historical
sites in all of Italy.
I also date from that time my abiding interest
in looking at people look at art. My fondness for
observing people as they look at art may be related
to the pleasure I find in watching people write.
Such activities, in different ways, make thinking
visible. I love what thinking looks like on a person's face, and how one can read it sometimes in a
person's body language. Over time, the history of
what a person thinks, feels, sees, wonders about,
inscribes itself on that person's face.
On one occasion, I had the distinct feeling
that I, the eager observer of art and people looking
at art, was the one being observed. This happened
at a small photo exhibit the Art Department of
Valparaiso University hosted in its Strimbu Gallery
several years ago. I gave a talk for the opening of
that exhibit, and this narrative draws on that talk.
What I went to see was an exhibit of photographic portraits by local Valparaiso photographer
and neurologist Virgil DiBiase. It was an exhibit I
found both deeply rewarding and deeply unsettling. Of course, the unsettling part was essential
to the deeply rewarding part.
6
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On my first visit to see the photographs, I
was struck by the way DiBiase's black and white
portraits on either side of me transformed a long
narrow hallway into something like a gauntlet. I
felt somehow, simultaneously, the observer and
the observed, or, at best, the beholder and the
beheld. I fear it is one of those experiences where
you really have to be in the gallery to feel the full
effect, but I will do my best here to replicate it.
There is a game my wife and I like to play in
museums and galleries. In a particular room, we
pretend we get to take just one of the works home.
Not only do we make our own picks, but we also
try to guess what the other will choose. You can do
this yourself now: imagine I have it in my power
to award you a large high-quality print of any of
the images we have reproduced for this article. Go
ahead: choose one.
I would be amazed if anyone picks the
obese man photographed sitting on a bench
(figure 1) . This man gave Virgil DiBiase permission to take his picture. That is the case with
all the photographs in the exhibit, from which
we have chosen seven to show you. No photographs were taken before a relationship had
been formed between DiBiase and his subject.
Were this street photography as practitioners of
that genre have come to define it, I could not
make that claim, because, and this is something
DiBiase explained to me, the street photographer remains an anonymous observer, not in a
personal relationship with human beings who
happen into the frame. But this is a portrait,
taken with permission, initiated by the artist,
Virgil DiBiase.

human, and is or was some mother's son, maybe
Were this photo journalism, it is likely this
someone's brother. We get that most, I think, in the
photo would have been taken for rhetorical effect,
eyes. He is not eye to eye with the photographer,
to support an argument or advocate for a cause. The
but the eyes are not averted either. Unlike most
Brauer Museum ofValparaiso University has a marof the photos in the exhibit, this one is vertical,
velous collection of Farm Security Administration
and shot from far enough back to get the whole
Photographs by some of this nation's most famous
man,
and the whole embodied truth of this man
photographers, Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans,
sitting somewhere on a park bench. This is the
Ben Shahn, and Arthur Rothstein among them,
first
image I saw in the exhibit, and I thought it a
and all of those photographs were posed, shot, and
shrewd curatorial decicirculated to foster
sian, whoever made it. I
support for specific
love the happy accident
welfare
programs
of
the letters "WE" on
of Franklin Delano
the bench. The man's
Roosevelt's
New
body obscures the rest
Deal. When I see
of that word if it is only
the dirt and grime in
a
fragment. But what a
this man's shirt, I am
powerful juxtaposition,
reminded of some of
this man, whom I imagthose photographs.
ine largely isolated,
But Virgil DiBiase
alienated and marginis not a photo jouralized, so unbearably,
nalist, and I don't
hugely other, next to the
see in his portraits
word "WE" and all that
a social or political
that pronoun evokes. It
agenda. I think his
is a great introduction
project is bigger and
to the exhibit, for the
goes deeper than
that. My hunch is
way it both invites one
into relation with the
this: we don't want to
take this photograph
subject even as it draws
home (or even take
up and challenges our
instincts to be repelled
this
photograph)
because
typically,
by him.
let's be honest, this
If you look at the
image
of the man, you
man-obese, poorly
cannot not notice the
groomed,
dirty,
probably smellyposition of his one
Fig . 1: Indiana series, #23
hand under his belt. I
is not someone we
want to get close to and personal with, as Virgil
cannot look at that detail and not see Napoleon
with his hand inserted in his waistcoat, which
DiBiase had to do to take this photo. Typically, if
we live comfortably, part of that comfort comes
especially in the nineteenth century seemed a conventional male pose to strike. I don't see this man
from not having to look such a man in the eye.
We do not have to see him or smell him or talk to
as "posed;' but that detail still serves to remind
him, and for most of us that's ok. DiBiase had to
me that there is a history of portraiture that goes
somehow get this man to give his permission to be
back to the ancient Egyptians, who believed the
photographed, for DiBiase to record the fact that
spirit most resides, and travels exclusively, in the
this man lives and breathes and suffers. This phoface, hence their invention of the first frontal lifetograph gives evidence to the fact that this man is
like portraits in the history of art. Portraits existed
Trinity 2016
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then to do spiritual work, and that is the work
DiBiase's portraits do for me. I look at this image
of this man seated and images of seated popes and
doges, princes and presidents come to mind, all
the way back to the Renaissance and forward to
the famous sculpture of Abraham Lincoln in the
Lincoln Memorial. That all hovers in the personal

Google Cloud that is my memory of images as
I behold this man not on a papal throne but on
a park bench somewhere. This photo records
the fact that someone met him somewhere and
wanted to take his picture. Someone not only saw
and engaged him but recorded a moment in their
brief relationship. "Ecce homo" is what Pilate said
when he presented the beaten and scourged Jesus
to that mob of men and women who wanted him
dead: "Ecce homo" in the Latin Vulgate editions,
meaning "Behold the Man:'
When I passed down the gauntlet of the
Strimbu Gallery with Virgil DiBiase as my guide,
I realized that the men and women who looked
back at me over DiBiase's shoulder were not of
the sort you meet at a gallery opening on a college
campus. Nor were they people who go to a studio
to be photographed. DiBiase sought them out, in
their world and in their habitats. Sometimes the
background would be out of focus and almost
stripped away, which tends to make DiBiase's subjects seem universal. Other times DiBiase would
8
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locate them in their richly inscribed settings.
Sometimes they wear their settings in their faces
or upon their bodies.
Here is a portrait that won't inspire a bidding war for its acquisition (figure 2). Why? In
the image you see, the man is face to face with
DiBiase, but not eye to eye. The eyes, for me, don't
come to a focus; there is
something not right in
this man's eyes, which,
if we read them as windows to the man's soul,
indicates all is not right
there either. I am not
speaking as a moralist
here nor as a diagnostician. The gaze passes
over the photographer;
it looks to me like he
is listening to or listening for something. This
is how I imagine John
the Baptist appearing
(at least in a Pasolini
film)-looking
both
mystical and mad.
And the hand and arm reaching into the framebut for what purpose? It is not a fist, thankfully.
Does it reach out in support? Does it point? I am
reminded here of Byzantine images of Christ with
the forearm and hand of God the Father reaching down into the image over his son's head. This
hand comes from the side, not from above. Does
it belong to his brother in Christ? To his Good
Samaritan? Clearly, this is a man living on the
streets. There is trauma in his face, or a vision. We
would likely call it a delusion. I wonder what conversation passed between DiBiase and this man.
A friend of mine told a story about his brother
that may be apropos here. This is many years ago
when that brother worked late at night, and it was
dangerous on the subway and even more dangerous walking home through the Bowery in New
York City to his apartment. After being mugged
several times, he took to protecting himself by
affecting the look and gait and mannerisms of
someone developmentally disabled, because he
realized muggers typically didn't want to mess

with disabled people because they don't really
want to touch them, or in any way engage with
them. Virgil doesn't seem to have this aversion, or
has somehow overcome it. He becomes our guide,
like his namesake Virgil, Dante's guide through
The Inferno and Purgatorio in The Divine Comedy.
As must be obvious by now, I find the images
deeply engaging and deeply spiritual.
Though DiBiase claims he finds subjects
for portraits wherever he goes, this particular
exhibit revealed DiBiase's special attraction to
the American Southwest. I was not surprised to
learn DiBiase finds so many of his subjects in New
Mexico. New Mexico is described on that state's
license plate as a "Land of Enchantment;' and I
think anyone who has spent even a short time there
can somehow feel that. It strikes me as a deeply
spiritual place, and that spirit is a strange combination of indigenous and Christian influences
that go back centuries, that somehow hybridized
in the soil of this stark, unforgiving landscape.
Add in certain New Age influences, laminated on
top of the influence of artists and writers who were
drawn to this setting at
the turn of the twentieth century out of
their shared disillusionment with a spiritually
impoverished modernity, and you have
that "enchantment" in
spades. DiBiase finds it
and shows it to us in the
faces of the subjects he
encounters.
Were I writing an
article about the deeply
Franciscan look and
feel of Virgil DiBiase's
portraits, this would be
my frontispiece (figure
3). This man has the desert etched into his features, but the look in the eyes captures for me the
influence of a mystical tradition that goes back not
only to the Hopi and to the Navajo but also to the
Desert Fathers of the third century who planted
the seeds for the Christian monastic tradition in
the Egyptian desert.

New Mexico provides a landscape whose
fierceness we see reflected in several incredible
portraits. It is the landscape that gave us Geronimo,
after all, and the atomic bomb. It is also this landscape that has inspired some of the best writing by
Cormac McCarthy; I am thinking especially of a
book that got made into a fairly good movie that
gives as its title a great description to this place: No
Country for Old Men. Cormac McCarthy is a great
American writer-I think of him as the Faulkner
of our era-who is equally gifted in rendering
human nobility and human depravity. I would put
the ratio of evil to goodness in a McCarthy novel
at about fifty to one. I see the man in this image
(front cover of issue, Street Portraits, #26) and
think of Cormac McCarthy. There is such dignity
and strength in the look of this seated man and
such character isolated on a strangely misplaced
chair in a dark passageway. Besides that man, my
eye is drawn both to his hat, and what evidence it
bears of a hard life lived under the sun and stars,
and that Styrofoam cup, icon of our cheap, throwaway consumerist world.

Fig. 3: Indiana, #8

That Styrofoam cup links this photo to another
one I like, this one of a couple (figure 4, next page).
So many of DiBiase's photos depend upon a faceto-face encounter between subject and artist and,
over the artist's shoulder, the viewer. This one
depends upon a face-to-face encounter within the
photo. I love the looks these two give each other. So
Trinity 2016
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Fig. 4: Indiana , #20

much depth and history and strength is revealed on
both sides of this encounter. Again, the Styrofoam
cup between them seems a perfect counterpoint,
in its cheapness, in its fragility, to these two whose
looks are so knowing, so wise, and so strong. It is
the Navajo pattern of the women's jacket that connects this image for me not just to the locale of the
Southwest but to ancient traditions still vital there.
Also observe the man's jacket: is it too much of a
stretch to connect that pattern to the traditional
plaid of some Scottish clan? Whatever "-ville" we
are inhabiting in the image, for whatever cattle
fair or traveling circus, or
Pow Wow that has come
there, Sunday afternoon
bingo is as Catholic as it
gets, even if it is at the
Lion's Club. This is an
image that gives greater
comfort than most, an
image of people in relationship. At the heart of
America's greatness as
a culture, first observed
by the French writer
Alexis de Tocqueville
in his canonical text,
Democracy in America,
is our great aptitude
and appetite natural to a
10
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nation of immigrants to
create and join voluntary associations such
as the one named in this
photo, the Lion's Club.
For all our Emersonian,
libertarian individualism, our real American
genius is for working
together. The United
Way is an American
invention; so is the public library and its great,
great grandchild the
World Wide Web.
So which of these
images would I take
home? It is an impossible
choice to make between two leading candidates.
First, this one (figure 5).
This comes from another setting-! am betting Miami because of the rum drink on the right.
No one in the Southwest drinks their cocktail out
of glass such as that one. Plus the skyscraper in the
background is not Southwestern. It is Christmas
time, or some time past Christmas when cheap
Christmas decorations begin to look particularly
tawdry. But the man is sitting outside in nothing
but his sleeveless undershirt enjoying his leisure.
He is about to enjoy his drink, a moment which is
Fig . 5: Street Portraits, #20

all the more appealing for the way he self-identifies
himself as a working man with his tattoo. He has a
sort ofleanness and fierceness in his face and features and markings, but in combination with that
a beauty and even voluptuousness, which I see
especially in his posture, his eyebrows, his full rich
lips. This man looks to me to be Cuban or CubanAmerican by his features, and I love the sense of
character and swagger conveyed in how he wears
his hat. I think there is such power in this image of
a man at rest, and such depth behind the glistening

generous soul that lives in these eyes. It is not
just wisdom that resides there, but compassion
acquired though endurance and suffering, carved
into this man's features. The world has marked
this man, but not defeated him. And I can't imagine this silent communicative act, this exchange,
really, this revelation, without imagining a similar
look, or conversation, that would communicate
somehow the full human presence attending to
this man from behind the camera. That chain link
fence behind the man is richly communicative

Fig. 6: "Untitled," Chicago

surfaces, and also a sense of the uncanny, which is
a feature I often find in Virgil's photos. The sign
for "13th Street" seems too good to be true, too fitting not to have been Photoshopped in, but I trust
that is not the case. And I try to imagine what it
took from DiBiase, to build the rapport that made
this image possible. What does this image say to
us about DiBiase's way, to get this man to be so
relaxed and so self-revealing?
And finally, this one (figure 6). I am so drawn
to the hard-earned worldly wisdom and holiness of this man's face, to the tired and tried but

of all the things that separate us, that make our
relations abstract rather than personal. I love how
Virgil DiBiase's photos attempt, and often succeed,
in getting us through or beyond such fences . •

John Ruff is Professor of English at
Valparaiso University. More of Virgil
DiBiase's photography can be found at
vdibiase.zenfolio.com.
Trinity 2016

11

Chicken Eight Ways

Amy Peterson

B

Y NOW IT IS A TROPE: CITY GIRL TRADES

her high heels and Blackberry for a
ramshackle farmhouse, and in tending
gardens and chickens, she realizes what is truly
important. Yawn.
That is not my story. That bucolic vision leaves
out some bits, like the way locusts can descend
and take out a whole crop, or the fact that chickens will turn on each other, leaving those at the
bottom of the pecking order battered and bloody.
It is not as if corruption clings to cities, leaving
country life pure and good. There is no Garden of
Eden in the heartland of America.
This is the story of my move to the country, but it is a story of death and decay, of
how we divide the world into bits and pieces
for consumption, how we bloody each other
in the process. This is the story of how
knowing my chicks by name reminded me that I
am human and gave me hope that I might yet be
saved.

1.
I didn't buy them because I love animals, or
because I couldn't resist the soft butteriness of
their fluffy new-chick down. I didn't buy them
because of the tiny hops they took with tiny feet,
or the way they looked up at me and cheeped. I
didn't buy them because I was hungry, or to please
my children. It happened like this: my two-yearold son and I were grocery shopping and had an
extra twenty minutes before it was time to pick
up his sister from preschool. So we stopped in the
farm supply store to look at the animals.
12
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We live in rural Indiana, as foreign a country
as any place I have ever lived (and I have lived in
three foreign countries) . When Jack and I moved
here four years ago, the first thing we noticed
were the women wearing bikinis on their riding
mowers, oblivious to muffin tops and skin cancer.
If the weather is nice, people drive their golf carts
into town to buy ice cream, or on Labor Day, they
drive them from house to house at our all-town
garage sale. The 3,700-person town is famous
for an ice-cream shop called Ivanhoe's, though
newspapers say the best thing to order is not the
ice cream but the pork sandwich: tenderloin,
pounded thin, heavily breaded, and fried, served
with lettuce on a white bun.
In the summer you will see adolescents
walking to the gas station, walking home with
Styrofoam cups of soda, forty-four ounces for
sixty-nine cents. Boys uncomfortable with their
sudden growth spurts hunch to be shorter,
leaning toward girls with ponytails like corn
silk, and I wonder about these girls-whether
they dream of college or of being Corn Queen,
carrying red roses in a convertible in the Labor
Day parade.

2.
We call girls chicks, dumb clucks, mother
hens, and say women get as mad as an ole wet
hen. Arrogant men are cocksure, and whoever
rules the roost is the cock of the walk. These
gendered English idioms express centuries-old
sentiments. Aristophanes called the cock the
ancient sovereign of Persia, while the Roman

writer Pliny praised it for its bravery, declaring
roosters to be "sentinels and astronomers" whose
fighting prowess awed even lions.
The wild red jungle fowl of India, the ancient
forebear of our domesticated chicken, was first
captured by the Burmese, and not for food, but for
sport. (Cock-fighting, in fact, is the longest-running sport in the world, with a 3,500-year-history,
and was still legal in Louisiana up until the last
decade.) The Burmese exported the red jungle
fowl to China, but officials almost immediately
made it illegal to raise the birds for food. Perhaps
the Chinese worried that the presence of humans
would contaminate the chickens.
The Romans had no such fear. Archeology
indicates that big, organized farms in Rome
provided the first chance for large-scale chicken
production, with protected space for flocks.
Farmers "crammed their birds to fattness" with
bread soaked in wine or milk or mash made of
cumin seeds, barley, and lizard fat. Again the
government became involved: out of concern
for excess and gluttony, Roman consul Caius
Fannius ordered that households could only eat
one chicken per meal.
After the fall of Rome, their industrious
methods of raising chickens fell out of use until
the beginning of the last century, when technological developments in chicken feed allowed
Americans to begin raising hens exclusively
indoors, in cages. In the hundred years since
chicken farming in America ceased being primarily a casual, local enterprise-half a dozen
birds in the side yard of the house, scratching for
worms in the dirt-and became a thriving industry, chicken has become the American meat of
choice. We now consume nine billion birds per
year.
My mother came to visit when we moved into
our house in the country, bringing a wroughtiron rooster. I thought you might want it on your
front porch, she said. It is so cute. The rooster,
in contemporary mythology, is still powerful,
arrogant, beautiful: the cock of the walk, the
one-time emblem of the Democratic party, an
animal worthy of front -porch display. The hen,
the female of the species, we have turned into a
protein-producing commodity, feeding her high-

calorie food so tempting that she neglects to go
outdoors even when the outdoors are offered,
preferring to stay near the feed trough. She is
bred to get breasts so large that her legs break
under her. Most often, she spends her five weeks
of life in a building with twenty-thousand other
broilers, in a cage where she doesn't even have
room to spread her wings. Not once.

The hen, the female of the species,
we have turned into a proteinproducing commodity, feeding her
high-calorie food so tempting that
she neglects to go outdoors.

3.
At the end of our third winter here, we bought
a house on two acres ofland just outside city limits. Leaving our rental house in town meant that
we could raise chickens, if we wanted to, and have
space for a garden and bees, fulfilling our idyllic
Wendell-Berry-fueled fantasies. Raising chickens is not a dream most townspeople here share;
residents have outlawed chickens and other farm
animals within the four square miles of town.
While my citified friends in Denver and Little
Rock and Seattle happily experiment with urban
chickens in their backyards, locals here are the
children of farmers; they are already intimately
familiar with the noise a rooster makes at 4:00
AM, the way hens cackle after laying an egg, the
mess of chicken shit, the way hawks and weasels
and coyotes-even cats-will attack. They know
you might need a gun.
But I bought our chicks while we still lived
in town, reasoning that they would stay in the
garage for the first six weeks anyway, and no
one would know I was breaking the law. Easter
passed, the weather still too cold for Easter
dresses, and both spring and the paperwork for
our new house were moving slowly. Winter had
been long and dull, and I felt dull too: I bought
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the chicks as a way of hoping, of acting into the
belief that things would change. They were the
visible manifestation of my belief that, against
all odds, spring would come.
Our move-in date was pushed back by two
weeks, and the birds grew too big for the box
in the garage. I moved the chicks, little downcovered softballs, to the backyard, closing them
into the storage shed overnight. The neighbor
girls, including the cop's nine-year old daughter,
came to play with our pets. They named them:
Duke (the rooster), and the hens, Goldie, Calico,
Queenie, Star Bright, and Nightmare.
One afternoon I realized Queenie was gone. I
scoured the street for her, but it wasn't until that
night, when my husband came home, that we
found a pile of yellow feathers fifty yards behind
the house.
What to tell the kids? We worried, worried,
then simply told them the truth, unadorned. A
hawk had probably eaten Queenie. My daughter,
who had carried the chicks in her hands and on
her shoulders, who had fed and watered them
daily, who loved them, just nodded, as if death
were a natural part of life.

4.
Jack built a chicken coop on our new property, but we let the birds range freely during
the day, feeding them store-bought chicken
feed to fortify their foraged diet of worms and
weeds. I had chosen a mixture of breeds based
on a friend's advice: all docile, friendly birds,
good for egg production. Duke and Nightmare,
Australorps, have shiny black feathers. Goldie is
the only Orpington now that Queenie is gone,
a classic yellow bird, and Callie and Star Bright
are Golden-Laced Wyandottes, every stunning
copper colored feather on their bodies edged in
black.
At the end of the summer, the chickens are
nearly five months old, which means they have
already lived about five times as long as most
chickens raised in the US for consumption. But
we are not raising ours for meat; they are for
eggs, and they begin laying small, orange-yolked
eggs for us at the end of September.
14
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This is also about the time we realize that we
do not want a rooster.
We hadn't planned to get a rooster-they
were all supposed to be hens-but it is hard to
tell with chicks, and some roosters always get
into the mix at the farm supply store. Now we
have had him for almost five months, and I am
torn: Duke is loud, yes, but he is also protective,
chasing the cat away from the hens. On the other
hand, we are paying to feed an animal who will
never produce any food for us. He doesn't lay,
and we want layers. After a week or two deliberating, my gentle, kind husband Jack decides to
slaughter him.
This is not a casual, throwaway decision. It is
born out of years of trying to be more aware of
what we eat: of not eating factory-farmed meat,
of memberships in CSAs that provided local and
organic vegetables and fruit, of experiments in
small-scale gardening. It is born out of books
we have read, out of Wendell Berry and Michael
Pollan and Barbara Kingsolver. It is a symbolic
gesture that sticks it to the food industrial complex, that says we refuse to be disconnected from
the reality that animals must be slaughtered in
order for humans to eat meat.
Youtube research indicates that slaughtering a chicken is not difficult. The calm, measured
voices of men on videos instruct us to prepare a
milk jug to hold the bird by trimming the plastic
from the top and bottom and attaching it upside
down to the edge of a table. Simply hold the bird
upside down, and the flow of blood to its brain
will cause it to go limp. Slip the head through the
milk jug, then slit the throat. The blood will flow
out in the vessel you have prepared to catch it.
Pluck and cook.
Jack's experience is not so smooth. Duke
is spooked, and runs around the garage like a
chicken with its head cut off long before his head
is actually cut off. Being held upside down does
not cause him to fall into a trance or to relax; he
is frantic, pecking at Jack's arms, angry. His head
does not fit in the milk jug.
I can't tell you what happened, finally,
because Jack doesn't like to tell the story. But an
hour later, he returned to the house, pale. It is
finished, he said.

5.
Coq au Vin
6 slices bacon, chopped
legs and thighs of a rooster
medium onion, diced
2 carrots, roughly chopped
5 cloves garlic, minced
2 tablespoons butter
1 pound white mushrooms, sliced
2 cups cabernet
Saute bacon in a large cast-iron skillet over
medium-low heat until fat is rendered. Remove
bacon from the skillet and set aside. Increase heat
to medium.
Salt chicken pieces, then place fat-side down
in skillet and cook until both sides are nice and
golden brown. Remove from pan and set aside.
Saute onions, carrots, and garlic in bacon
grease until onions are translucent, about five
minutes. Remove with slotted spoon and set aside.
In a separate skillet, saute mushrooms in two
tablespoons butter until golden, about three minutes. Set aside.
Pour the wine into the cast-iron pan, whisking to scrape loose any bits that have stuck.
Simmer for three minutes, then add everything
in: bacon, onion, carrots, garlic, mushrooms, and
chicken. Lightly salt. Cover and bake at 350° for
75-90 minutes.
Goat Cheese Polenta
Bring 4 Y2 cups of water to a boil, then slowly
add 1 cup polenta, whisking continuously.
Simmer gently for ten minutes. Salt to taste. Add
two tablespoons of butter and four ounces of
goat cheese. Stir until combined.
To serve, spoon generous helpings of the
gravy atop the polenta. Put a leg and thigh on
each plate. Take the food and two glasses of red
wine to the basement, where the television is.
Put on a movie while you enjoy your dinner.
Cut into the dark meat of the rooster, Duke.
Carefully lift the meat to the side of the plate,
enjoying the carrots, onion, bacon, the gravy,

and the polenta, when you realize that you will
not eat him. Enjoy the flavor he has lent to the
gravy, be thankful for his life, for the five months
he roamed freely. Save the rest of his carcass to
make stock for soup.
Become a vegetarian for the next two weeks.

6.
After dinner, I escape the mess and noise of
my kitchen with a plate of table scraps for the
girls. "Here chickie chickie chickie;' I call, like
all ancient farm wives have called. The hens run

Carefully lift the meat to the side
of the plate, enjoying the carrots,
onion, bacon, the gravy, and the
polenta, when you realize that
you will not eat him.
toward me, bouncing from foot to foot as they
run, fat- bottomed ladies stung by bees at a church
picnic.
I shouldn't give them table scraps this often;
it makes them discontent with their normal feed,
but I don't care: it saves money and it means less
goes to waste. There is great beauty in the way that
on our small homestead, nothing is ever wasted.
When I clean out the coop, the hay and chicken
shit go into the compost with other kitchen and
garden scraps. The compost goes into the garden, making our dense, clay-like soil both lighter
and richer. The nutrients feed the arugula and
corn and tomato plants, which feed us. And any
leftovers feed the chickens. The chickens give us
eggs, and they eat the mosquitoes and ticks in the
yard, and they shit in their coop. It is a beautiful
cycle, when it works, when it is not interrupted by
predators or insects or drought or floods or frost
or curious cats or the chickens eating their own
eggs, leaving nothing but empty shells for me to
collect.
Maybe it is true that being connected to the
whole process-birth, life, death, seed, soil, shitcan help us recover a sense of our own humanity.
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Maybe it is true that raising chickens in the backyard rather than in industrial chicken farms is
better for them and for us, but it is still far from
idyllic. It still leaves us all at the mercy of nature.
Sometimes I wonder if the cultural shift-what
Wendell Berry actually calls "cultural amnesia''about what it means to eat animals contributes
to a more general confusion about what it means
to be human. Are we becoming as likely to see
women as commodities as we are to see chickens as commodities? Last year, a young man in

He longs to gather them like a
mother hen under his wings,
clucking, feathering, settling into
the be safe place in the straw
where the chicks can hide.

California killed six women because they refused
to have sex with him. What about American
culture has led him to believe that women are
objects, commodities, things he should be able
to touch and use at will? Why did he believe that
his life was meaningless if he couldn't possess the
women he wanted to possess? How did he grow
to see women like factory-farmed chickens, purposefully plumped and packaged, cut into legs,
thighs, breasts?
I think about him as I feed the chickens in
the evenings. Knowing Nightmare, Star Bright,
Goldie, and Callie, I can no longer view the
shrink-wrapped breasts in the grocery store in
quite the same way. Had he never known any
women as women, as individual persons? Had he
only ever seen them as consumable parts?
The world is not yet right, factory, farm,
funeral. Sometimes we eat our own.

ing alone, or maybe with his disciples, on a hill
overlooking the city, contemplating its history
and its present, then murmuring to himself, 0
Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that killed the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often
would I have gathered your children together as a
hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you
would not! See, your house is left to you desolate.
That is not how it happened, though. He was
standing in front of a large crowd of followers and
disciples, preaching. It was just after his triumphal entry into Jerusalem, all palm branches and
praise, and his shocking cleaning of the temple,
turning over the tables of the money-changers.
He had been healing and preaching with authority, decrying the hypocrisy of the scribes and
Pharisees.
And then this man, his sinewed carpenter
arms, calloused hands, dirty feet-he stopped,
overcome with compassion for the people in front
of him. And he didn't say how often I would have
fought for you like a lion . He didn't say how often
I would have annihilated your enemies and hidden
you in my castle. He says something that, try as I
might, I can't imagine my brother or my husband
or my dad saying, full of emotion, in front of a
large group of people. To a large group of people.
He compares himself to a mother hen. With
the knowledge that he is the next of the "sent"
ones to be killed for coming to the rescue, and
even knowing how they will turn against him in
the next few days, he longs to gather them like
a mother hen under his wings, clucking, feathering, settling into the be safe place in the straw
where the chicks can hide. He wishes to restore
his self-absorbed, rebellious, hard-hearted people
to himself, these murderers of the prophets, these
people who look at the world with eyes that cannot see it for what it is or what it will someday
be. How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her
wings, and you would not!

8.
7.
Jesus compared himself to a chicken. I had a
vision of this passage in my mind: the man stand16
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The chickens' first winter is also the harshest
winter Indiana has known in twenty years. One
week, wind chills down to the negative forties,

we bring the hens into the garage, but other than
that, they survive for several months in their coop
with a single heat lamp. Extreme winds in an
early-spring storm blow the roof straight off their
coop, but in the morning, they are all still there.
It has been six months of snow, and, tired of
waiting for change, I have to do something. I am
losing hope. A year after buying the chicks, I find
myself again looking for some tangible action I
can take to prove that winter will in fact end, that
spring will someday come. This year-instead of
farm animals-I turn to vegetable seeds. If hope
is the evidence of things unseen, then maybe
seed catalogs are the evidence of spring. I pore
over the beautifully illustrated, richly described
advertisements for plants. I spend two hundred
dollars on seeds and starts. Seeds! The moment
the ground thaws, I borrow a tiller and turn the
soil, thirteen hundred square feet of it. Mud
clumps to the blades of the machine, but I pull
it off with my hands, and keep going. The hens
come over and peck in the dirt for worms I have
turned up, leaving fresh fertilizer in the tilled
soil.
I am in way over my head, more seeds than
I can possibly keep straight, too much garden
space to care for and yet still not enough to
accommodate all my wintry dreams. I accidentally kill a batch of seedlings under heat lamps
in the garage. I leave town for a conference and

let the weeds and grass reseed themselves in the
ground I had tilled, but never cleared. I haul
wood home in the minivan with my two small
children, convince my husband to build raised
beds. Bare root strawberry plants arrive in the
mail-twenty five of them-and I have no space
prepared. I kill weeds by covering them with
cardboard. I plant tiny seeds.
Spring descends and despite all my mistakes, vegetables grow: arugula, chard, lettuce,
and peas. I ride the mower across our two acres
in my tankini, oblivious to muffin tops and skin
cancer. I choose to believe that nothing is ever
wasted, that there is a God who sees neither
women nor chickens simply as commodities,
but watches us and weeps for us. I choose hope,
believing that my seedlings and my hens are
signposts for another world where we remember what it means to be human, where we are
all finally, finally gathered like chicks under a
mother's wings. f

Amy Peterson is Assistant Director of the
Honors Program at Taylor University. Her
book Dangerous Territory: My Misguided
Ouest to Save the World is forthcoming
from Discovery House (2017).
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INSTRUCTIONS TO MYSELF WHEN IT IS 4 AM
The first release is time.
You were prepared for this.
But not really. At least, you didn't know
he'd have power to divide and recombine the night
and day. The clocks now tell you how little time is
left. Sound, it turns out, when the crying ends, exists
not only in time but as an aspect of it, which,
properly adjusted, unfolds
the inner angst of minutes.
Yes, his pitch is piercing, and unpleasant,
and you will fear what you are capable of
to quiet it. Only wait. Pray, and wait.
Next release all your intentions.
Yes, all of them. This is hard for you,
but he can read them in your eyes and he
is a jealous god. You may as well bundle them
like limp carrots, and feed them down
the black hole of his razored, red mouth.
Around now is the time to release space.
Don't worry, it gets easier from here. At any rate
the world is being redistributed. Your home
contracts around you, and everywhere else,
literally, grows more distant. It sounds
worse than it is. Release it.
There: that is your reward,
the curve of infant mouth and eyes
when you are finally face to face.
Remember: you are in love, and love lives
on little luxuries. Your poverty
is the richness he brings youthis little god, little icon,
little messenger of a recreated world.

Brad Fruhauff
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Education on the Way to Emmaus
Luke 24:13-32
Peter Dula

This essay is based on a baccalaureate address given
at Eastern Mennonite University on April30, 2011 .
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JOURNEY
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Emmaus has been read in a wide variety
of ways. It is a story about the Eucharist, or
about hospitality, about interpretation of scripture, or about trauma and healing. All of those
readings and many others are useful. But without
denying any of them, today I want to read the
Emmaus journey as a story about education. As
college students approach their graduation they
are often thinking something like, "I just spent
four (or more) years, over forty classes, 128 credits and tens of thousands of dollars, and what do
I have to show for it?" As one such student put
it to me: You don't know nearly as much as you
thought you were going to and moreover, the
amount of things you now know you don't know
has grown a lot more quickly than what you do
know. It is in response to such feelings that I turn
to Luke 24 looking for insight into education,
even about what we teachers like to call "lifelong
education:'
The events of Luke 24 take place on the day of
the resurrection. Two followers of Jesus, Cleopas
and his unnamed friend, are walking from
Jerusalem to a village called Emmaus discussing
the events of the last three days, from the trial and
death of Jesus to the recent report of the empty
tomb. As they walk, they are joined by a third
traveler who is in fact Jesus, but they do not recognize him. Jesus asks them what they are talking
about. Surprised that he is unaware of recent
events, they tell him the story and their shattered

hopes "that he would be the one to redeem Israel:'
Jesus admonishes them for their lack of understanding and "beginning with Moses and all the
prophets interpreted to them all the things about
himself in the scriptures:' They arrive at Emmaus,
and the disciples, still not aware that the stranger
is Jesus, invite him to spend the night with them.
Over their meal, Jesus breaks and blesses the
bread, and then they recognize him. Just as they
do, he vanishes.
In this story, the disciples fail multiple times.
The first failure to notice is that even though the
disciples have been living and working with Jesus
for three years, they still don't get who he is. Jesus
doesn't, however, seem terribly concerned about
that failure. He rebukes them not for failing to
understand their lives with him, but for a second
failure-not believing the prophets. But there is
also a third failure; they don't even get it when
they are on the road listening to him explain it
to them.
The best analogy I can think of to Jesus' speech
here is Darcy's letter in Jane Austen's novel Pride
and Prejudice. You may recall that the heroine,
Elizabeth Bennett, cruelly rejects Darcy's initial marriage proposal because she is convinced
that Darcy was responsible for prying apart her
older sister Jane and her beloved Mr. Bingley
and for ruining the prospects of Wickham, the
current object of her affections. The humiliated
Darcy then writes her a long letter explaining and
exonerating himself and exposing Wickham. The
interesting thing about the letter is that he provides almost no new information. Or at least, the
little new information it contains is not what is
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persuasive. Lizzie, like Cleopas and his friend, has
all the facts , and, for that matter, so do we as readers. Darcy's achievement is simply to renarrate
those facts in a different light, to reassemble them
for her into a different, more truthful pattern.
But while Darcy's letter works with Lizzie,
Jesus' lecture to Cleopas and his friend doesn't
seem to do much. Not only have they failed to
understand the scriptures they have read together
and heard every Sabbath in the synagogue, but
they also don't seem to understand this lecture.
They ask him to stay, not because he was captivating or convincing, but because "it is almost
evening:' They finally realize who he is when "he
took bread, blessed and broke it and gave it to
them:' But even this, on close reading, seems like
a fourth kind of failure, because a few verses later,
Jesus returns to them and we learn, "They were
startled and terrified, and thought that they were
seeing a ghost:' So once more, in verses 44-47
he gives the same theological lecture. And only
here does it finally say that "then he opened their
minds to understand the scriptures:'
I tell the story this way not to say, "If the
greatest teacher of all can fail so miserably, then
my students should quit complaining about my
classes:' Rather, it seems to me that the pedagogical failure is so utterly pervasive that it probably
isn't a failure so much as a redefinition of education. But on what account of education might we
understand this as a success?
The conversation these two are having as they
walk to Emmaus is of a kind you have all had.
Perhaps during semesters abroad, in the West
Bank, for example, or at the US-Mexico border. I
heard some of you having conversations like this
after you spent three days at a maximum security prison in an Alternatives to Violence Project
workshop, or when you were doing your clinicals
and came face to face with illness and injury at
the hospital. Or when you were student teaching
in schools worlds away from the kinds of schools
some of you were privileged enough to grow
up in. Or when your parents split up, or a close
friend died, or when you were trying to figure
out what it means to really love someone who
is struggling with alcoholism, or an eating disorder, or depression. I don't want to be gloomy.
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You also do this in response to the beautiful, like
when you fall in love, whether with a person, a
discipline, a book, a poem, a creek. But the text
before us is a text of grief. They too have lost a
friend. You try to sort it out, late at night in your
dorm rooms and apartments, on late-night walks
around campus, searching out loud for language
suitable to experiences that simultaneously defy
and demand words. And the lecture these two
get from Jesus is also a lecture you have heard
repeatedly in theology classes, but at best these
lectures seemed abstract; at worst, pointless and
cliche. And in the event that on some fortuitous
occasion you find yourself on the road breaking
bread such that you actually recognize Jesus here
on earth, it is a fleeting moment and, just as in
Emmaus, he vanishes from your sight and you
can't be sure if it was really him.
Why is it all so difficult? I have asked that
question dozens of times, as places and faces,
bodies and texts swam before my eyes. Exactly
nineteen years ago, I was sitting where you are.
Actually, I was sitting in the balcony. I am not
sure if this was because we didn't do a processional back then, or, more likely, because I got
there late, or, more likely still, because I just
wanted to sit as far back as I could. I was feeling mostly angry and bitter. The spring of our
junior year at EMC was a dark one. The first
Iraq war began; a freshman died in his sleep;
the campus pastor committed suicide; a popular professor was caught in a phone sex scandal;
a student's parents and sister were murdered in
their home. Some of us took this all pretty hard,
and a year later I sat there in the balcony, apart
from my classmates, brooding gloomily about
God, death, and Dostoevsky, angry that all the
speakers seemed so cheerful and hopeful and so
unaware of how bad things were and how much
worse they could get.
In hindsight, it seems that when I left I was
trying to understand something of the darkness
I felt by doing two things: read as many books
as I possibly could and travel to as many different places as I could manage with no money. So
in the fourteen years between leaving EMC and
returning to EMU, in between stints in graduate school, I lived in Albania, Burundi, Ethiopia,

Iraq, and Jordan and traveled through a dozen
other countries. I ended up living mostly in
countries where the violence was such that curfews were imposed after dark, so I spent a lot of
late, candle-lit nights with novelists and poets,
philosophers and theologians, grateful for their
words since I could not find my own and, as I
am trying to tell you here this evening, learning that maybe life is supposed to be difficult.
This is different from, but tangled up with, the
claim I often make that theology is supposed
to be difficult. Last fall semester, I was teaching anthropology of religion. Toward the end
of that course I always have students read John
Howard Yoder's critique of Niebuhr's Christ and
Culture because Yoder so uncannily anticipates
developments in postcolonial anthropology
and articulates so well the complexities of the
problem of church and world. I also like the
essay because Yoder makes a very complex
argument about the Trinity, the gist of which
is that Niebuhr is wrong about Christ and culture because he is a modalist and that a proper
account of church and world requires the creedal
Trinitarianism of the pro-Nicene fathers. Now
your eyes are glazing over, but during the class I
had more time and was proud of myself for articulating the point so well, and some of you know
how important it is to me that you not skip over
the theology part. So imagine how I felt when a
couple weeks later, as the students were preparing for possible final essay questions and I was
wandering the room, giving counsel, I stopped
to glance at one student's notes. On the day of
my summary of Yoder's argument, the page was
almost totally blank. There were a couple lines of
notes at the top, a brave but futile attempt, followed by three big letters: "WTF!"
I do not intend to blame this student. She is
one of many delightful students in this room, and
she never got less than an A in any of my classes,
which she brightened with her presence. Precisely
because she is an A student, I offer this story only
as confirmation of how hard theology is. It has
to be hard because idolatry is so easy. Theology
is hard in order to make idolatry hard. Put positively, theology is hard in order to make it possible
to pray well. (Which is how Rowan Williams

would put it, and I invoke him here because the
next couple paragraphs were inspired by him.)
And that is how I want you to understand the
story of Emmaus. That is, this story is not about
the failure to make Jesus familiar; it is about the
success in allowing Jesus to be strange, to not
allow Jesus to become an idol. I want to resist the
familiar reading of this story, which is to blame
the disciples, certain as we are that we know what
Jesus came to do, which was to set up an Anabaptist
politics of Jesus. I wonder if we shouldn't actually

That the risen Christ is a stranger
means an invitation to live in
habitual anticipation that any
random hitchhiker, on any lonely
stretch of road, any classmate,
teacher or student, may be an
agent of transformation.
honor Cleopas and his friend. For it seems to me
now that the most interesting thing about them
is not that they don't recognize Jesus or that they
have misunderstood the prophets and the events
of the last week. The most interesting thing about
them is their hospitality. They are the kind of
people who make the lonely traveler part of an
intimate conversation. And they are the kind of
people who, unlike the innkeepers Luke began
with, invite someone they do not know to stay
and share a meal and a room for the night. What
a profoundly hopeful thing to do! That the risen
Christ, not just in Luke but in John, is a stranger
means an invitation to live in habitual anticipation that any random hitchhiker, on any lonely
stretch of road, any classmate, teacher or student,
may be an agent of transformation, might breathe
some fresh air into the stinky, smelly little caves of
each of our theories and experiences.
But there is something further about their
achievement, and it has something to do with
recognizing the strangeness of themselves. I
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take it that is one conclusion of both this and
Pride and Prejudice. When Lizzie gets home to
Longbourn to another one of those late night
bedroom conversations and recounts Darcy's letter to her sister Jane, she doesn't say, "Till now
I never knew DarcY:' She says, "Till now I never
knew myself' To add one more layer of complication, part of what she is saying is that she
now knows herself as split, as doubled, divided
between the old proud and prejudicial self who
inhabited the world one way and the new, chastened self, unsure of its way, but hopeful of being
loved. She is, as Thoreau recommended, "beside
herself in a sane sense:' What is implicit in Austen
is made explicit on the Emmaus road. When the
risen Christ vanishes from their sight, Cleopas
and his friend say to each other, "Were not our
hearts burning within us." That is, they admit
their failure to acknowledge the growing sense
of strangeness located not in the unrecognizable
companion, but in their very own hearts, a failure to be a neighbor to the stranger in themselves.
I have tried on occasion to teach you close reading, not so that you might get these texts "right"
whatever that could possibly mean, but so that
you might cultivate intimacy with the scriptures.
So let me push just one step further in order to
coax yet another elaboration of the point. Stanley
Cavell once suggested that what Lizzie interprets
to Jane as self-knowledge might actually be bet-
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ter understood as "the reality for the first time of
being known:' Jesus and Darcy spot the stranger
within us even though we fail to, and they coax
that stranger out into the open, give us the option
of neighboring her or ignoring her.
A college campus is no Longbourn or dusty
Palestinian road, but part of what it means for
you to have been educated here over the last four
or more years is to find the courage to show us
and your classmates and yourselves your strangeness, sometimes in spite of yourselves, in your
papers, presentations, newspaper editorials, in
your poems and photographs, plays and concerts.
Now the task is to go on from here with the courage to continue to listen to the companions who
awaken the stranger in yourself, to be the sort of
companions who spot the stranger in others, and
to present yourselves to the world in all your own
strangeness because of the belief that, in spite of
all, the risen Christ is still appearing and vanishing over simple meals with friendly strangers and
strange friends. ~

Peter Dula is Associate Professor of
Religion and Culture at Eastern Mennonite
University.

Blasphemy and the Temporal Kingdom
Jarrett Carty

I

N MANY PLACES IN THE WORLD TODAY,

blasphemy is a serious crime against the state.
Of course, contemporary democratic regimes
with constitutions like the American one, with
First Amendment rights and guarantees from
government regulation over beliefs and speech
acts, usually allow a great degree of freedom in
these matters for their citizens. But around the
world, blasphemy laws prohibiting any outward
manifestation of religious plurality are quite common. In many jurisdictions, such as Iran, Saudi
Arabia, and Pakistan, blasphemy charges can
even be prosecuted as a capital offense. The application of these laws is often against vulnerable
religious minorities, similar to how the sixteenthcenturyversions were enforced. Al-Qaida and the
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) have
committed many infamous public executions
of "blasphemers" in recent years where these
jihadist-fascist movements have taken root.
Persecution for blasphemy is not, however,
something that only Muslims do. I ask the students in my great books of Western Civilization
course what they think about this line from John
Calvin's The Institutes of the Christian Religion: "its
[civil government's] objects also are that idolatry,
sacrileges against the name of God, blasphemies
against his truth, and other offenses against religion may not openly appear and be disseminated
among the people" (47). Modern liberals (like
my students and myself) can quickly jump to the
conclusion that any who questions inviolable liberal freedoms-like Calvin-is, at the very least,
an intolerable prude. But I don't ask the question
simply to point out that Calvin condemned blas-

phemy; he, of course, had a sound biblical basis
for such a policy. Instead, the purpose of the
question is to highlight that Calvin considered it
the responsibility of government, not the church,
to police blasphemy.
A large gulf opens up between our age and
Calvin's; between our time and his lies the rise
of early-modern nation-states, the English
Civil War and the Glorious Revolution, and the
Enlightenment. The freedom to blaspheme has
had a long complicated political, social, and religious history from the Reformation to now. Today,
in the democratic parts of the world, it seems
bizarre, even absurd, that government would be
in the business of policing blasphemy. What good
could possibly come out of it? Perhaps a divine
good if-and that is a big if-the government's
theology was sound? Perhaps government could
help save souls by curbing blasphemies against
the Savior? But Calvin's argument certainly did
not include such a works-righteousness model of
salvation. Instead, he assigned the enforcement
against blasphemy to government for the sake
of the very worldly ends of preserving peace and
public order.
In this position on blasphemy, Calvin was
not alone: virtually the entirety of Reformation
thought, Protestant and Catholic alike, came to the
very same conclusion. While in some places prosecutions and persecutions against blasphemers
were still led by church authorities, increasingly,
across the confessions and political jurisdictions of Europe, it became an exclusive secular
and civil matter. In the Reformation context, the
war against blasphemy helped harden church
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confessions from within-i.e. the settlement of
Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed doctrines
and membership-and also helped form states
with stable borders, streamlined laws, and effective apparatuses of power. One might even argue
that the modern democratic state, at least in its
nascent, incipient forms in early-modern Europe,
was in part built by the duty to prosecute blas-

Luther viewed blasphemy as
much worse than alcohol- fueled
debauchery; he saw it as the very
denial of God's power to bring order
to the world and to save mankind.
phemers. Thus, the policing of blasphemy in the
Reformation had a deeply ambivalent political
influence. It was both a contributing force in
forming responsible government and citizenship and a driving force of violent and appalling
persecutions of minorities. This ambivalence is
perhaps no more evident than in the thought of
Martin Luther.

L

IKE CALVIN, LUTHER ALSO CONSIDERED

blasphemy a secular crime punishable by
the temporal authorities. Whenever he
wrote about the topic, there was never any hint
of controversy about it being under temporal
authority's jurisdiction. Luther assumed that
blasphemy was a serious transgression of what he
called the "outer" nature of humanity, and thus
subject to political powers that governed it. In
fact, Luther's instruction in his Large Catechism
of 1529, concerning the second commandment's
prohibition on taking the name of God in vain,
designated blasphemy as the greatest of all outward sins.
Luther had famously argued that there were
zwei Reiche, or "two kingdoms" with which
God ruled over the world: a spiritual one and
a temporal one. Luther argued that these were
to be strictly separated. At first glance, it might
appear that the policing of blasphemy by gov24
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ernment was a clear violation of this separation,
but that would be a misunderstanding of what
Luther meant by separating them. Rather than
an Enlightenment -era separation of "religion"
from political matters, Luther's separation distinguished the saving Word from the many means
by which God otherwise brought order to the
world. For Luther, blasphemy had nothing to
do with salvation; rather, it was concerned with
outward conduct and hence subject to temporal
laws.
Blasphemy was not only an offense against
God. Luther argued-again like so many of his
age-that blasphemy threatened the temporal
kingdom and harmed neighbors. Luther considered it a pernicious vice that the government had
to suppress for the sake of public order and peace.
In his explosive treatise To the Christian Nobility
of the German Nation Concerning the Reform of
the Christian Estate (1520), Luther counted blasphemy among the most harmful evils of his day,
similar to the rampant alcohol abuse in German
culture, and clearly one that had to be strictly
policed by temporal authorities.
But Luther viewed blasphemy as much worse
than alcohol-fueled debauchery; he saw it as
the very denial of God's power to bring order
to the world and to save mankind. Blasphemy
was an assault on the "two kingdoms:' In his
Commentary on Psalm 82 (1530), he likened it
to slander, except that it was far worse because it
was an attempt to defame the name of God and
to rob one's neighbor of God's honor. Therefore,
Luther believed that any toleration of "outer"
blasphemy would have disastrous effects on the
public order. To be precise, blasphemy could be
thought without government prosecution: that
was an "inner" or spiritual matter, and subject
only to the spiritual kingdom. But once uttered
or taught, it crossed into the temporal jurisdiction and had to be met with the full force of
temporal power.
For Luther, suppressing blasphemy helped
keep the peace, uphold oaths, honor authority,
and form effective government. Yet there was a
dark side to its benefits. The prosecution of blasphemy led Luther straight to the most notoriously
horrific opinions of his life and career: his advo-

cacy for government sanctioned violence against
the Jews. The spiritual kingdom was the realm of
the Word, yet Luther counseled that any public
and outward denial of that Word-for example, the publicly advocated denial of salvation
through Jesus-would be subject to the laws and
punishments of the temporal government. Put
aside whether Jews in his day ever publicly spoke
blasphemous words against Jesus, and ignore
the hideously false but persistent accusations of
"blood libel" against them. These are no matter, for under Luther's treatment of blasphemy,
Jews by their mere existence could be considered
a threat to the temporal order. Luther's position
on the duty to suppress blasphemy put the Jews
who wished to continue to be Jews in an impossible position, since they were utterly denied the
freedom to outwardly manifest their Jewishness.
Indeed, Luther did consider Jews, merely as Jews,
to pose a grave public threat, and he advocated
for, at least in his late polemic On the Jews and
Their Lies (1543), a litany of horrifying measures,
including pogroms and the burning of synagogues. For Luther, temporal governments were
to adopt these measures in order to protect the
lives and property of their subjects.
Luther's treatment of the Jews has been a
matter of significant scholarly controversy, particularly in the aftermath of National Socialist
tyranny and the infamous systematic mass murder of millions of Jews in the Holocaust. For
his violent polemics against the Jews and his
political views, Luther has at times been considered as a forefather of both the Holocaust and
German totalitarianism. Since Luther's own antiSemitism is evident throughout his career-and
not only in the late, angry polemic On the Jews
and Their Lies as some have supposed-the relation of his Jew-hatred to his overarching ideas
(such as sola fides) has been a hot topic for a considerable number of scholars. '
Thus, in the government's fight against
blasphemy amongst its subjects, the Jews were
an extreme example in a broad collection of
problematic peoples whose public expression of beliefs threatened good government.
For Luther, "papists" as well as radicals like
Thomas Miintzer and Andreas Karlstadt, were

subject to temporal government for the same
reasons: they disturbed the temporal order
by the outward declarations of their beliefs.

L

UTHER'S

TREATMENT

OF

BLASPHEMY

shows in several ways how far removed
our contemporary political assumptions
are from Luther's (or much of the Reformation
period). First, his separation of the two kingdoms
is far from being a simple and direct antecedent of the "separation of church and state" or the
relegation of "religious" matters from the public
concern to private life. Luther's two kingdoms
worked in tandem for the common end of Godly
rule over body and soul. That Jews and "papists"
were theological transgressors did not mean that
temporal government had no jurisdiction over
them: on the contrary, Jews and "papists" were
subject to temporal punishment the moment
their ideas were taught and promulgated, since
this made them outward acts. For Luther, the two
kingdoms were distinct types of God's sovereign
rule over all life. Strict separation was crucial for
each kingdom to function in its divine mandate.
Hence, the temporal kingdom, not the spiritual,
had to suppress the plurality of outward declarations of inward belief.
Second, Luther's treatment of blasphemy
assumed that societies with religious pluralism
were dangerous and ungovernable and that temporal authorities were wise to curtail plurality of
belief as much as possible. Luther was by no means
alone in his era; Calvin and many other sixteenthcentury political thinkers and actors, especially
those in the conflicting confessional territories
that led to the Thirty Years' War, considered this
assumption to be obviously true. Recent historical evidence suggests that the assumption was
beginning to be seriously challenged by the midsixteenth century, especially in confessionally
mixed cities (at least for a time) such as Augsburg,
and in nation states like France where the
Reformed Huguenots became a powerful social
and political force. But it was only in the seventeenth century, in the Peace of Westphalia (1648),
that the basic rights of dissenting subjects-if then
only limited to Reformed, Lutheran, and Catholic
confessions-were beginning to be guaranteed in
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laws and treaties. At the very least, Luther's views
on the policing of subjects, grounded in his "two
kingdoms;' demonstrate how far he (and much of
the sixteenth century) was from modern liberal
pluralism or even a modest political toleration of
nonconforming minorities.
This is not to say that ISIL's worldview has
anything to do with Luther's "two-kingdoms"
idea; there is no deep connection between
Luther's political thought and those of this selfproclaimed "caliphate:' One can easily imagine
the relentless, acerbic, and biting criticisms (and
certainly many scatological polemics) he would
have leveled against their bloodlust and social
destruction. But ISIL's infamous beheadings of
"blasphemers" have sometimes been popularly
referred to as "medieval;' as if there is something
kindred between Luther's age and contemporary
Islamic jihadist movements. In general, there is
only one point of view that they do hold in common: the Reformation believed, like ISIL, that
blasphemers are destructive of the public order.
In the Lent 2016 issue of The Cresset, Thomas
Albert Howard reviewed Rabbi Jonathan Sacks's
recent book Not in God's Name: Confronting
Religious Violence (Schocken, 2015). Though overall a very positive review, Howard critically noted
how Sacks, like many others today, calls in his
book for a sixteenth-century-style Reformation
in the Muslim world. Howard rightly argued that
such a call misunderstands the Reformation's
complexity. Indeed, sixteenth-century reformers, Catholic and Protestant alike, all advocated
for a strict persecution of blasphemers; thus, a
contemporary "Muslim Reformation"-if it is
anything like the original-might take far longer
to produce the kinds of outcomes that Sacks and
others expect from it. After all, merely the right
to publicly worship for Reformed Christiansto say nothing of for radicals, freethinkers, and
Jews-was not guaranteed in Reformation lands
until over a century after Luther's death. To question the prevailing assumption that blasphemers
threatened public peace and good government, it
took the sixteenth century more time than it had
to offer. There should be no illusions of how long
and complex the development of rights-based
government was, and how tumultuous and dan26
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gerous it was for many people, like the Jews, who
endured so many persecutions along the way. 1

Jarrett Carty is Associate Professor in the
Liberal Arts College of Concordia University,
Montreal.
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Endnotes
l. The literature is wide-ranging on the subject of
Luther and the Jews. There are several recent notable
additions to the scholarship. The best book for navigating the primary sources is the anthology edited by
Brooks Schramm and Kirsi I. Stjerna, Martin Luther,
the Bible, and the Jewish People: A Reader (Fortress
Press, 2012); it collects a wide variety of Luther's
thoughts on the Jews, as well as his obvious antiSemitic comments, into one convenient volume. For a
succinct criticism of the scholarly attempts to bracket
Luther's anti-Semitism from overall considerations of
his theology, see Hans-Martin Barth, The Theology of
Martin Luther: A Critical A ssessment (Fortress Press,
2013), 29-39. Eric W. Gritcsh's Martin Luther's AntiSemitism: Against His Better Judgment (Eerdmans,
2012) argues that Luther's anti-Semitism is inconsistent with the core of his theology and reading of Paul.

BATHSHEBXSALGEBRA
Solve for x:
Where y is the difference
between the lilies for the trash
and the wine on the table.
Where n equals doors answered,
raised to the power of summons
I should have broken
and strings now unplayed.
Where I have poured water
over every cinder
but left ashes in my bread.
Multiply this equation
by the number of times
David found me bathing
on a rooftop and the cups
of blood in a baby's body.
Explain why for every element
You give, You must subtract
two others-why
our days are fixed,
our lives discrete,
and every sum Your fist.

Bethany T. Lee
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The Industrial Vernacular
Gary Cia ldella's Images of the Ca lumet
Gregory Maher

P

HOTOGRAPHER GARY CIALDELLA WAS BORN

in Illinois, raised in Blue Island-an industrial
town immediately south of Chicago-and is
Indiana-and-Michigan educated. Blue Island was
settled by Poles, Italians, and Slovaks and was home
to one of several Midwest-area oil refineries. As a
young man, all Cialdella could imagine was getting
out, away from the dirty, industryscarred spaces of his hometown,
and by extension out of the Calumet
region. These refinery communities
of the Calumet stretch from the South
Chicago neighborhoods to Gary,
Indiana, south of Lake Michigan.
The region was once renowned
for hunting along the banks of the
Calumet River, even hosting a sporting Teddy Roosevelt at one of many
riverside gun clubs where visitors
hunted the sky-thickening swarms
of migrating birds. This changed in
the late-nineteenth century as industry began to take root in the mostly
undeveloped region of swamps and
dunes. Industrial production took
the form of steel foundries, mills, glue factories, and
meat-packing plants while nearby communities
developed to house the increasing concentration of
workers (figure 1).
In 1955, an explosion at the Standard Oil
Refinery in Whiting, Indiana first ignited Gary
Cialdella's attention in the industrial side of these
communities. Playing outside at the time, he saw "a
large mushroom-shape cloud in the sky to the east;'
and he and his friends "conjured an atomic bomb:'
Black, sulfurous smoke rose in the air above the
town as a twenty-six story hydroformer exploded,
destroying much of the refinery and dozens of
homes. The Chicago Tribune reported the cloud as
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"8,000 feet high and visible for 30 miles, [having]
obscured the sun, effectively turning day into night"
(August 27, 1955). Local residents must have been
shaken up by this portentous cloud and the blasting out of every window within a three-mile radius.
A witness for The Indianapolis Star proclaimed, "I
thought the sun had exploded and that this was

Fig 1: Grand Calumet River, 2002

the end of the world" (August 28, 1955). Here was
proof that the refinery was not simply a source of
employment-an economic presence in the community-but, with millions of barrels of flammable
fuel, a massive threat to the community. How could
residents ever be sure it wouldn't explode again?
The explosions certainly left an indelible impression on Cialdella as an extreme representation of the
tenuous relationship between community and refinery. Cialdella went to Western Michigan University
for an MAin History in 1973 and obtained his MFA
in photography from Notre Dame in 1989. While
teaching classes at the Kalamazoo Institute of Arts
in the late 1970s, he found himself continuously

drawn back to the town of Whiting and the image
of the 1955 explosion filling the sky above it. He had
previously thought of the town as a "known" place,
one so dreary in its industrial scenery and likened it
to the hometown he had left behind. Yet, the image
haunted him, and Cialdella's instincts as a social
historian led him to begin to consider the city as a
unique chance to explore not only a complex industrial community, but also the relationship between
the refinery and the homes lined up just beyond
its barbed-wire gates. Additionally, the Calumet is
a region that can only be understood in the arching context of its many transitions and adaptations:
to new technologies, to waves of immigrants, to the
arrivals and departures of massive oil and steel corporations ranging from Rockefeller's Standard Oil

Whiting's existence, not only employing thousands
of its residents but literally engulfing much of the
community's land with its towers, storage tanks, distillation units, exhaust pipes burning excess fumes,
and labyrinthine piping. The facility has a distinct,
even brutalist architectural appearance in contrast to the prairie domesticity of Whiting's homes.
During the Second World War, up to 15 percent of
the refinery's employees were women, taking up the
now more pressing work the men had abandoned
for war. Into the 1950s and 1960s, the oil industry
shifted toward California, Louisiana, and Texas as
its new centers of production and refining.
The region's other major industry was, and
remains, steel. Immediately after the Second World
War, mills in Indiana and Illinois accounted for

Fig 2: Inland Steel Blast Furnace and Crane, 1988

Company to British Petroleum- the current proprietor of Whiting's refinery. These transformations
offered Cialdella a compelling narrative, and a way
to reconnect to the community that many saw only
as a skeleton of urban decay.
The Whiting refinery was established in 1889
by Standard Oil of Indiana and is now the sixthlargest refinery in the United States, with around
1,850 employees as of 2016. In the 1890s, the facility was the leading refinery in America, with 1,000
more employees than today. In the first part of the
twentieth century, the Whiting facility was a central part of Rockefeller's burgeoning oil monopoly,
and it became the central reason for the city of

about 20 percent of total US production capacity
(figure 2). Their steady concentration in the area
since the late nineteenth century occurred by virtue
of available land, waterway access, and an excellent rail network just outside of the nearby Chicago
transportation hub. By the 1960s, Bethlehem Steel's
Burns Harbor facility made Calumet the geographic
center of the industry. But in the 1970s and 1980s,
steadily increasing foreign competition contributed
to a sudden collapse that left thousands out of jobs.
As the mills began to decrease production or shut
down, Cialdella noticed the distinct changes that
came with the absence of these jobs and the funding
the companies put into the community.
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The photographic project then became a sort of
preservationist effort of the region and of Whiting
in particular, charting its shifts, and recording the
homes and structures that resolutely remained.
These quaint homes-many from the 1930s, 1940s,
and 1950s-the legacy of a community built for
the mill and refinery workers and their families,
became part of the visual identity of the region.
There was, as Cialdella describes, "something poetic
about the simple functionality" of the architecture.
He began to notice a distinct pride in the homes,
even as they lined streets dwarfed by the presence
of the refinery. The townspeople who lived here did

brightly colored doors, and iron balustrades clung
vine-like to homes' front stairways. One feature that
especially stuck out to Cialdella was the presence of
a shrine or Madonna figure at many of the houses he
photographed. Raised Catholic, he was drawn to the
modest religious presence adorning these homes.
His camera would capture simple, often all-white
Virgin Marys in niches adjacent to the front steps
(back cover of issue), or a saint on a garden pedestal, its robe red as oxblood. The Catholic presence,
he noted, predominated as the majority of the mill
workers were Eastern European, and with lattercentury trends, increasingly Hispanic.

Fig 3: Houses on Indianapolis Boulevard, Whiting , IN , 1991 .

not look out from their porch or yard to the sight
of the refinery, but instead they saw the spaces
that made their homes: grassy lawns, sidewalks,
and empty lots in which their children played and
explored. To his surprise, meticulous care was put
into these spaces-the patches in sidewalks always
fixed, the lawns well-tended, and religious figures
ponderously-positioned before picture windows or
in side-yard gardens.
The home itself became a distinct unit of
Americana, a representation of the American Dream
with a brick-front fayade, garage, and lawn-a simple formula repeated continuously down the streets
ofWhiting. A survey of the individual homes reveals
a diversity of details, an individuality beyond the
consistent designs and plot sizes. Siding was painted
in vibrant colors, ribbed awnings hung above
30
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Cialdella uses a traditional process of largeformat photography, setting up his tripod in public
streets to capture the homes of Whiting. The perspective is at street level, spreading horizontally
such that there is a sense of continuation at the
edge of the image. In framing a home or three of
the same shape, Cialdella often exposes the chimney or weathervane of the next house on the left or
right of the subject to show a continued chain along
each block. Instead of isolating a subject, he shows
the similarities between homes, bridges, refinery
towers, and spaces that weave indistinctly between
residential and heavily industrial (figure 3). Even
within an image in which far-off exhaust pipes
spout flames behind a backyard basketball hoop
and a wood-slat fence, a kind of cohabiting normalcy is revealed. Cialdella's photographs capture

cross-sections of a sprawling landscape in order to
establish a sense of interconnectedness.
Another shift arrived with changes in security
concerns following the September 11, 2001 attacks.
Cialdella suddenly found photographing, specifically on transportation and refinery sites that he had
frequented beforehand, became an onerous task.
When exploring the interstitial gravel lots of railyards, he would meet resistance from security guards
or even be chased off the property. Companies were
becoming suspicious of outsiders. Cialdella sought
permissions from higher-ups to access the land and
buildings, but sometimes improvised in restricted
areas like a kind of investigative journalist. "This is a public street;' he
declared at one site, after a guard drove
up and challenged the photographer. In
response, the guard asserted, "No, this is
a steel mill street:'
Cialdella's Calumet series demonstrates both the change and familiarity
of these spaces over time. The photographer returned to shoot the same homes
over the years or drove by just to remind
himself what they looked like-to see
if they still matched his mental image.
One particular home on Schrage
Avenue remained persistently anchored
in his memory, somehow symbolic of
the entire region. Beyond a brick fac;:ade,
a carefully-positioned Madonna just
below the windows in the front garden, the rightside garage, and an empty lot across the street, rose
the silhouette of the refinery. You can see this house
reappear multiple times in the series, and even as
time passed it seems the owners never stopped keeping up the outside of the home and tending the lawn
(figure 4). In 2010, Cialdella returned to the same
spot on Schrage Avenue; when he faced the refinery,
he was shocked to find the home and all its traces
gone. It was a shock to him to lose the symbol he
had so long kept of the region, yet many such homes
had to be destroyed after oil was found seeping into
their basements, or simply by virtue of their decay.
While much of the Midwestern oil and steel
industry has moved on, these companies nonetheless continue to play an important role in these
communities. Partially due to legislation dead-

lines, the requirements of environmental regulation
compliance, and shifting attitudes toward public
relations, many companies reinvested in the communities in which they operated. Today, Whiting
is booming, and much of the industrial detritus
and environmental degradation has been cleaned
up. There are new, deliberate public spaces such as
Whiting's extensive lakefront developments featuring tennis courts, a baseball diamond, picnic
facilities, sand volleyball courts, and a fish pond
with a waterfall. This kind of community development of public spaces, as Cialdella explains, was
never part of the town's culture beforehand. It was

/

Fig 4: Schrage Ave & 129th St, Whiting, IN , 1989

simply expected that the folks in town would create
their own community, develop their own yards and
streets to build a life for themselves and their kids,
while local churches and synagogues functioned in
lieu of community gathering spaces. While many
empty or abandoned lots are being reclaimed with
success, the hulking remnants of steelworks, refineries, and transportation hubs are increasingly left
to decay as monuments to the Calumet's industrydefined past. ;.

Gregory Maher lives and writes in Chicago,
where he is a regular contributor for Newcity
Magazine. More of Gary Cialdella 's photography can be found at garycialdella.com. All
photos used courtesy of Gary Cialdella.
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Bare Necessities
Disney Dresses Up The Jungle Book
Charles Andrews

I

N A REVIEW OF RUDYARD KIPLING'S NOTEBOOKS,

freshly published in 1920, Virginia Woolf
observed that much of his prose betrays an
embarrassment about some desire he would
rather keep hidden. This rueful devotion produces, in Woolf's view, the crude shouting in his
work, "Hurrah for the Empire!" plus its opposite
gesture: "put[ting] out his tongue at its enemies:'
These crass and shallow dimensions of his writing disguise his "feeling, perhaps, that a grown
man should not enjoy making bridges, and using
tools, and camping out as much as he does:' Woolf
contends that Kipling's vision is tragically flawed,
since boyish frolicking to glorify Empire "is the
passion that gives his writing its merit, and the
excuse that vitiates it" (240).
Woolf's concession that there is "merit" in
Kipling's writing, despite its vaunting of imperialism, supplies a more generous critique than
that granted by the phalanx of postcolonial critics for whom Kipling represented the apotheosis
of Victorian political turpitude. Yet part of the
reason that the so-called "Bard of Empire" has
hung around beyond mere historical curiosity is
the energy of his work, its infectious passion that
might catch even the least likely admirer of boys'
adventurism in its sweep. The seminal postcolonial theorist Gayatri Spivak once wrote that she
"rather like[d] the so-called English classicsshamefacedly in the way of a Kipling Bengali"
(268). The trouble with Kipling is that his works
are so compulsively readable, even if they are ideologically problematic-which makes him a perfect
partner for Walt Disney.
The pleasure of "making bridges, and using
tools, and camping out;' as Woolf put it, persists in
the latest product from this durable partnership:
Walt Disney Pictures's new live-action retelling of
Kipling's The Jungle Books. In outline form, the plot
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of The Jungle Book (2016), directed by Jon Favreau,
hews closely to Disney's original version, the animated musical from 1967 that turned Mowgli and
friends-especially the friends-into deities in the
franchising and merchandising pantheon. Both
versions tell of an abandoned "man-cub" raised by
wolves in an Indian forest, stalked by a ferocious
tiger with an English accent, and nurtured by a
legalistic panther and a phlegmatic singing bear.
In both, the narrative arc is propelled by the tiger
Shere Khan's bloodlust for Mowgli, though the plot
detours into sequences with Baloo the Bear, the
duplicitous python Kaa, and the megalomaniacal
Louie, King of the Apes-all of which stand apart
from the central storyline. Portions of Kipling's
tales are extracted and deployed in a picaresque
form, with little adventures strung along by a primary motive to bring Mowgli back to the world of
Men and out of Shere Khan's ravenous path. This
structure allows for much moment-by-moment
excitement, but it leaves the film overall less memorable than the individual set-pieces and songs.
Many of the new film's stylistic thrills are
indebted to our current cinematic moment. We
meet Mowgli (Neel Sethi) mid-gallop, trying to run
with his wolf pack family and chased by a creature
we are led to assume is a predator-foreshadowing
several later, unquestionably more hostile pursuits.
Mowgli's un-wolf-like strategy includes bounding
off of branches and swooping from vines. Favreau
noticeably displays his pedigree as a bankable,
big-budget action director, whose helming of this
project likely is due to his success with two of the
Iron Man films and the kids' actioner Zathura:
A Space Adventure. Zooming through the jungle
with Mowgli has great aesthetic kinship with Iron
Man in flight. And, even more derivatively, the
shaky-cam tracking shots that follow the Lost Boy
hero seem cribbed from the Daniel Craig-James

Bond series and its recurring scenes of super-spy
parkour. All of these entertainments Kipling himself might have admired, with his enthusiasm for
boyish adventure, but its fun feels as disposable
and obligatory as every other 3-D summer blockbuster jolt-fest.
Much more interesting and revisionary is
Favreau's handling of Shere Khan, voiced by
Idris Elba. The Jungle Book (1967) was the final
cartoon feature overseen by Walt himself, and its
adaptation from Kipling was tumultuous, resulting in the firing of its original screenwriter and

composer who Disney thought were too faithful
to Kipling's dark vision. Favreau and company,
to their credit, inject more menace into their
story, even beginning the film with a scenario
from Kipling's story "How Fear Came;' in which
predatory animals declare a truce during a season of drought. Shere Khan is the lone critic of
this truce, proclaiming the opportunity for ridding themselves of the refugee man -cub. The
1967 version of Shere Khan was a killing machine
with George Sanders's devilishly posh accent,
springing his claws and coolly slinking. The new
Khan via Elba is more wrathful-badly scarred
and sporting a milky-blue dead eye. His accent is
noticeably hard-bitten, even proletarian, and his
claim to Mowgli's blood comes not from his lawlessness, as it does in Kipling's originals, but from
his insistence that a living man in their forest will
inevitably lead to fiery death. Men kill animals
indiscriminately, Shere Khan argues, and smart

communities will exterminate a threat before it
matures. With (perhaps) unintentional echoes
of current US political discourse, the tiger promotes nativism, isolationism, and species-ism.
He sounds alarmist, but he is not wrong-men
do bring the "red flower" and its consequencesand the wolves are tempted by his logic. Giving
plausible attractiveness to the orations of a nativist demagogue is one of the boldest elements of
this-or any other-Disney film.
If only the entire film were this consistently
surprising. Much of Favreau's version is less a
remake than a re-translation, channeling many of
the best-remembered bits
from the original cartoon
through
state-of-the-art,
whiz-bang technologies that
replace stilted eel-based animation. At the same time
that the 2016 version gussies
up the story technically, it
strips back the relationships,
narrative, and characterization to a bare minimum,
leaving several of the characters, such as Mowgli's wolf
parents Akela (Giancarlo
Esposito) and Raksha (Lupita Nyong'o ), merely
sketches. Many iconic moments from 1967
return, as Bagheera the Panther (Ben Kingsley),
and Mowgli's Falstaffian partner/friend/exploiter
Baloo the Bear (Bill Murray) echo their earlier
incarnations. Mowgli's water-ride on Baloo's
belly, complete with a squirt in the face is recreated in live action. Ditto the hypnotism by Kaa
(Scarlett Johansson), the crashing temple of King
Louie (Christopher Walken), and the lope-a-dope
swings through jungle vines. Even a few of the
unforgettable songs return with celebrity voice
actors giving distinctive renditions: Murray on
"Bear Necessities;' Walken doing "I Wan'na Be
Like You;' and, over the closing credits, Johansson
with a sultry "Trust in Me:' These elements are
undeniably drenched in Disneyfied nostalgia,
but they mostly succeed, like the amusements of
a well-rehearsed cover band rather than just displays of preening celebrity self-indulgence.
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Thankfully, the film is almost devoid of the pop
culture references "for the parents" that became de
rigueur after Robin Williams's Genie in Aladdin
(1992) manifested his signature style of manic
mugging. Having Baloo talk about Ghostbusters or
Bagheera tell us that he is "no Gandhi" are indulgences mercifully avoided in Favreau's movie. The
celebrity voices themselves do, of course, function
with this multi-sectional appeal, inviting curiosity, for instance, about the ways Baloo seems
"Murray-esque:' The plummy baritone of Phil
Harris as Baloo in the 1967 version, whose lasting fame was secured with several other key voice
roles in Disney animation, including O'Malley
in The Aristocats (1970) and Little John in Robin
Hood (1974), would seem irreplaceable. The
Jungle Book (1994), Disney's all-but-forgotten first
attempt at a live action version, skirted the problem altogether by eliminating talking animals. By
contrast, The Jungle Book (20 16) never quite allows
the film-literate viewer to shake the awareness of
the actor behind the animal. When Mowgli first
peers into the darkness of Louie's temple fortress,
the unmistakable voice of Christopher Walken
croaks from the shadows, and Walken's own jowly
enunciation matches his rendering as a gigantic
ape. This absurdity combines with one of the most
blatant movie homages, as Louie tilts his head into
the light while eating a papaya, and, in Walken's
unique timbre, evokes Marlon Branda's Kurtz in
Apocalypse Now.
The nod to Coppola plays mostly as a witty
in-joke for film buffs, but it resonates well with the
broadest themes of imperialism that Apocalypse
Now inherited from its source text, Joseph
Conrad's Heart of Darkness. Conrad and Kipling
were near contemporaries, and though the former is far more ambiguous about the value of
colonial dominance, they shared a fascination
with the uncharted reaches of Empire. Kipling's
Jungle Books stories are a little less overt in their
"hurrahing" for Britannica than some of his other
works, such as his infamous poem "The White
Man's Burden:' which bemoans the onerous task
of British largesse toward colonial races that are
"half-devil, half-child:' But the imperialist undercurrent persists. In what remains my absolute
favorite adaptation of Kipling's stories, Chuck
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Jones's animated short Rikki-Tikki- Tavi (1975),
Orson Welles's rich voiceover guides viewers
through an exciting tale of a mongoose protecting a British family from vicious snakes in the
garden of a colonial cantonment. The twangy
sitar-themed score and rampant exoticism match
Kipling's own obvious desire to impress homebody readers with the sheer weirdness of other
lands under British protection. And the valiant
mongoose who saves the magistrate's family from
evil cobras and their children amounts to a celebration of the native collaborator who quells an
anticolonial revolution.
Disney and Favreau shed most of the problematic dimension of Mowgli's paternalism over
the animal races in a final message of togetherness and community rather than a pax humana
achieved through the violent threat of fire-a
message hard to escape in Kipling's stories or
Chuck Jones's cartoon Mowgli's Brothers (1976).
And yet, the message of "togetherness" at the end
of The Jungle Book (20 16) seems somehow anemic
compared with the ritual intoning of the "Law of
the Jungle" so vital to Kipling's tales and Orson
Welles's sonorous recitations: "For the strength of
the pack is the wolf, and the strength of the wolf is
the pack:' In the latest Disney take, this idea is also
announced, and the narrative makes some attempt
to realize its meaning, but it is more perfunctory
than essential-barely necessary, indeed. 1

Charles Andrews is Associate Professor of
English at Whitworth University.
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Singing t he Blues
Bonnie Raitt's Dig in Deep
Jennifer Forness

T

often lament their current situation, express sorrow at the loss (or lack) of a job or lover, state
experience that lay bare the feelings and
emotions of life. Their lyrics offer lament
their desire for revenge, and invoke imprecations
and praise, damnation and thanksgiving in simple
against those who wronged them.
The blues are also an affirmation of a people
and honest language. The blues singer expresses
the hopes and frustrations of life, and Bonnie
who survive in the face of racism and its conseRaitt gives voice to all these emotions in her new
quences. As such, the blues also celebrate life.
Cone explains, "In a world where a people posalbum Dig in Deep.
sess little that is their own, human relationships
Most scholars agree that the blues began in the
are placed at a high preMississippi Delta region
mium. The love between
during Reconstruction. Its
men and women becomes
characteristics include the
immediate and real:' That
twelve-bar blues form with
relationship is most often
an AAB rhyme scheme and
the use of flattened-third
manifested as love and
and seventh notes-the
sex. Because many blues
blue notes. Grown out of
songs discuss sex-openly
work songs and field holor with innuendo-some
lers of African-American
people reject the claim
that the blues can invoke
communities, the blues
the sacred; however, the
express the realities of
entirety of human exisenslavement and institutional racism. Delta
tence is celebrated in the
Redwing Records, 2016
musician Blind Lemon
blues. W. C. Handy wrote
that "modern blues music is the expression of the
Jefferson sang:
emotional life of a race" ("The Heart of the Blues;'
The Etude, March 1940)-a life which includes
I stood on the corner, and I almost bust
both sorrow and sex. The blues speak the truth of
my head,
I stood on the corner, almost bust my
human existence.
head,
A child of a show-business family, Bonnie
I couldn't earn me enough money to buy
Raitt taught herself to play guitar by imitating
her favorite blues albums. In the late 1960s, she
me a loaf of bread.
was a student at Radcliffe College in Cambridge,
Theologian James H. Cone writes in The
Massachusetts, but she spent much of her time
Spirituals and the Blues: An Interpretation (1972)
playing gigs in the local folk music and blues
that the blues speak about a particular people
clubs. With her strong voice and already impreswho suffered the indignities of enslavement and
sive skill as a slide guitarist, before long Raitt was
Jim Crow laws. The blues are an outlet to vent
opening for and learning her trade from legendthe frustrations of life. People who sing the blues
ary Southern bluesmen like Muddy Waters and
HE BLUES ARE EXPRESSIONS OF HUMAN
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John Lee Hooker (Paul Elie, "Bonnie Raitt and the
Fugitive Emotions Evoked by Slide Guitar:' The
New Yorker, April9, 2016). Since her debut album
in 1971, Raitt has recorded sixteen more albums
and won ten Grammies. Her sound blends folk,
country, and rock, but the blues and the slide guitar are shot through it all.
The blues are songs of pain and loss, and of that
Raitt has had her share. She took a long break from
recording and touring after losing her parents, her
brother, and her best friend, who died within a few
years of each other. The time of mourning eventually led to a creative boom, culminating in 2012
when she released her first album in seven years.
As she explains in a February 23, 2016 interview
with the New York Times, recording Slipstreamwinner of the 2013 Grammy for Best Americana
album-gave her the energy to continue writing
and performing. In the follow-up, 2016's Dig in
Deep, Raitt both acknowledges the pain ofloss and
time and celebrates her life in its current state. The
album mixes soulful ballads with energetic rocking
grooves that explore a range of human emotion.
Raitt wrote five of the songs on the album, telling
the New York Times that the process of songwriting allows her to step back from herself and think
about the different ways we can respond to feelings of loss and betrayal. Her songs allow listeners
to express their own feelings through Raitt's words
and soulful singing.
The album is book-ended by two original
songs. "Unintended Consequence of Love" opens
with a classic rock beat and a Hammond organ riff.
Its funky groove is a foil to the lyrics which mourn
the changes in a long-term relationship. Raitt
sings, "I guess time wore us down, expectations
run aground I It's an unintended consequence of
love:' While the chords and lyrics are rock-based,
Raitt invokes the blues in her melody brimming
with the flattened thirds and sevens of the blues
scale. These flattened notes create the ache in her
voice as she grieves over a changed relationship.
That grieving continues in the album's concluding
song, "The Ones We Couldn't Be:' Raitt explains
in a January 1, 2016 Billboard interview:
I don't think I could have written that
song without having gone through what
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I went through, losing so many family
members. It's been awhile. But in time,
you take a look at the relationships that
either had some edges in them, or were
painful. And with time and wisdom, you
start being aware of your part in what
made things happen the way they did
in a relationship. That's what this song is
about.
In contrast to the ballads that lament changes
and loss, Raitt includes a couple of songs on the
classic blues theme of sex. Her covers of INXS's
"Need You Tonight" and Los Lobos's "Shakin'
Shakin' Shakes" celebrate the joyful energy of
physical relationships. Raitt turns "Need You
Tonight;' a 1980s pop song, into a soulful blues
tune with her flattened third notes and sexy slide
guitar. "Shakin' Shakin' Shakes" loosely follows
the twelve-bar blues chord changes and demonstrates the blues influence on classic rock. In both
songs, Raitt cuts some exciting slide guitar solos.
Her guitar playing mimics the aching slides in her
voice (or vice versa) which at times adds tension
or playfulness to her music. "Gypsy In Me" also
features Raitt's guitar playing as she sings about
her wanderlust and desire to be on the road making music with her band. "When I'm in one place
for too long I I don't know why, but I'm I Like the
wind and I just keep blowin' free:' The up-tempo
songs demonstrate the themes of perseverance
and survival in the blues.
Bonnie Raitt calls on her listeners to "dig in
deep and get out of this rut" by encouraging them
to enjoy life. The blues-influenced songs on Dig in
Deep express a wide spectrum of feelings. Raitt's
slightly gritty voice adds tension to songs of anger
and lament. Her energetic slide guitar playing
gives praise and thanksgiving in the joys of life.
Raitt's embrace of the blues offers both her and
the listener a way to acknowledge pain and loss in
order to celebrate love and life. ;-

Jennifer Forness spent eight years as a public school music educator in New Jersey.
She currently lives in Germany with her husband and two daughters.
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Witness, Appropriation, and Revelation
The Poetry of Philip C. Kolin
Devon Miller-Duggan

P

ERHAPS THE MOST PROFOUNDLY TWENTY-

first-century question in literature is who
has the authority, let alone the right, to
speak in the voices of Others or about the experiences of Others. The question itself is a product
of our growing, and problematically incomplete,
understanding that first, the Other has a voice
and that this voice has an authority that the voice
of the privileged does not and
cannot have, and that, second,
that voice has too often been
catastrophically silenced. There
is a reason dissertations will
continue to be written addressing this tangle for decades to
come. In truth, we may never
produce a clear set of boundaries. Perhaps we should rest with
the question, recognizing that
the question itself is far more
important than any pat answer
or set of rules could be.
There is also the issue,
raised tantalizingly (and very
briefly) by Theodor Adorno
in his 1955 collection of
Third World
essays, Prisms, of whether,
after Auschwitz, poetry can
even be written without committing barbarism.
According to that measure, there should be no
poetry after the deaths of Emmett Till or Tamir
Rice, or after any of the other hundreds of racial
and ethnic atrocities we watch scroll across our
screens day in and day out.
There is really no knowing what the famously
mandarin Adorno meant. The word that is translated as "poetry;' Gedichte, is complex in itself
and may only refer to lyric poetry. And Adorno
himself emphatically retracted the version of

the statement (that it would be impossible to
write poetry after Auschwitz) that came to be
repeatedly misquoted. But the idea, in any of its
versions, that mass horror visited by humans
on other humans somehow disables or renders
uncivilized the making of certain kinds of art, is to
re-dehumanize humans. We can do that perfectly
well without any help from Frankfurt School
philosophers. To suggest that
either the lyric or the narrative voices of poets be limited
to their own narrow demographic locations of authority
is to ghetto-ize poetry and
poets. It is to silence the witness of art.
So when Philip Kolin
makes a book of poems about
the brutal murder of fourteenyear-old Emmett Till in 1955
Mississippi, he takes on the
full weight and complexity
of all those questions about
appropriation and propriety,
as does every writer working
with anguished, catastrophic
Press, 2015
material. It is definitely possible to get it wrong, most
often by writing with the focus on the largeness
and importance of the poet's confrontation with
emotionally ravaging material. And here the issue
of the Lyric Voice is crucial. Poetry about historical catastrophe, about historical sin, needs the
voice of witness rather than the voice of the heart's
bleeding. The material does the bleeding for the
poet, and the poet's feelings need to be, in W. D.
Snodgrass's sense, tactfully quiet. Happily, this is
the approach Kolin is careful to take. It is the voice
of witness that allows a privileged white male to
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speak ethically through and of the experience
of Till and his family. It is a kind of confessional
voice, but not of individual sin. It is a scapegoat's
confession, and it intends to change its readers'
lives, to lead them to something that might begin
to approach redemption.

I

N KOLIN's POEMS, SOMETIMES TILL HIMSELF

speaks-always from the grave's timeextending perspective: about his dangerous
breech birth, about his Grandmother Alma,
about his first absent and then dead father
Louis and his mother Mamie, about whistling,
about being a ghost, about Dwight Eisenhower,
about the Freedom Riders and Viet Nam and
Dr. Martin Luther King, about Chicago, about
Trayvon Martin, about becoming a patron saint
in the struggle for real progress. In the book's final
poem, "The Canonizaton of Emmett Till (August
28);' Kolin inscribes the murdered child onto the
scroll of the sacred:
In Mississippi, apart from the natural
order, they filled you with gashes and holesyou wore a Pentateuch of wounds.

You share a feast day with
St. Moses the Ethiopian,
the patron saint of the mother continent.
Demoniacs also tried to invade
his flesh with the enmity of pikes
and the pride of fullers' clubs,
But you bled more.
Earlier, Till himself proclaims "Emmitt's Second
Resurrection:"
I have come back
from eternity
for a second chance
to tell my tongueless tale
and claims a common bloodline in "Emmitt Till to
Trayvon Martin": "You could be my grandson ... I
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Our bodies became witnesses I to crimes we did
not commit:'
The major accomplishment, though, of Kolin's
poems, both those in which Till speaks and in
which he is spoken of, is to make the voice of a
charming and already angry fourteen-year-old
boy break the reader's heart with its spark and life.
He carries a Woolworth wallet with magazine pictures of pretty white girls he knows he will never
meet, he wears a fedora he believes changes him
from" ... some stuttering Bobo ..."into"... a man I
waiting for the world to wink back:' In "Emmett
Till on Whistling;' the boy asks "Did those bigots
think our breath or lips polluted I their sanctified
white air?" In "Had I Lived;' Till claims ".. .I would
have worn sunglasses I like Stokely Carmichael, or
Tiresias;' and goes on to predict that
I would have married a Senegalese girl
named Ouida
who escaped the slaver's lash
300 years ago,
her eyes wise as pomegranates.
Too often, saints become as bland and generic as
the plastic statues that are supposed to recall them.
This Emmett Till is not a composite of all murdered black men and boys. He is specific, vivid,
opinionated, real, even as he is contextualized by
figures ranging from Dr. Martin Luther King to
Mahalia Jackson and historicized by his conversations with Trayvon Martin.
Kolin's earlier collection Departures (Negative
Capability, 2014) is also rich with meditations on
history, race, southern-ness, God, grief, family,
and love. The book's first section, "Childhood
Encores" takes an adult's bluntly accepting view
of the disjointed weirdnesses of childhood's
perceptions: angels, sugar, and hominy all populate a Delta Christmas; a feverish child tries to
inhabit a Dr. Seuss book; an aunt makes up stories about an archangel and puppies to explain
away the terrible noises of domestic abuse in
an upstairs apartment; a legally-blind cousin is
drafted toward the end of World War II and dies
in Luxembourg; a black man becomes famous
for his association with Enrico Fermi because
of the inconceivability of a black man learning

And his order of service saves us
physics. As the voice in these poems tracks its
own growth, the speaker decides to major in
From the embarrassment of spontaneity.
English in order to ".. .learn how to be polite I in
front of cats ...", waves on a Memorial Day beach
How is this bulwark of Churchly Manners the sec"... have gotten a lot smarter since 1776 ...", and a
tion's heroine? Because she can hear "... flowers
subversively feminist teacher at what seems to be
growing in his voice . ..", believes the Holy Spirit is
a Catholic women's college teaches her students
God's florist, and it is she who "perfume[s] I The
to find ".. . archangels in the margins:'
altar for Sunday morning services:' While Miss
The book's second chapter, "Men and Women
Dottie would probably disapprove of sneakers
in/out of Love" also combines bitterness and
beneath servers' robes and acolytes with tattoos,
or just not know what to make of them, God, the
affection. It speaks, for the most part, of women.
Brides "layered in Vermeer slips and pettiHoly Spirit, and church are the homes of her heart,
coats ..." leave gardens full of wilted corsages; an
and her heart sings and dances with them.
eighteen-year old light-skinned black woman is
The book's third section, "Obsequies:' opens
punched by the white man sitting next to her on
with a funeral rite for fall leaves that concludes with
a bus when he notices that she
the simultaneously blunt and
is trying to "pass"; a woman
whimsical question, "Is recydates a succession of wrong
cling reincarnation?" This may
be the book's central question,
men and ends up staring at
empty picture frames and
since all of its explorations of
reflections of her own wrinkles
histories constitute re-cycling
in shattered mirrors. History
back to memories, individuals,
intrudes here, too, in the young
and experiences, which does
black woman; in Eleanor
re-incarnate them-even the
Roosevelt's secretary longing
fallen leaves have a new kind
for her lover, FDR, even as she
of life, of incarnation, on the
works during the days for his
pages. Some poets revise while
wife; in Katherine Hepburn,
they recycle, but the poems in
whose voice sounds like Mrs.
Departures reincarnate their
Roosevelt's and whose loves
subjects by turning them over
also leave her alone; in Sylvia
and over, paying close, thoughtPlath; in Queen Victoria. If
ful attention. It is the sort of
these poems too often speak
reincarnation that was implicit
directly to their subjects as
in
the famous nineteenthNegative Capability Press, 2014
if those women needed their
century Harvard biologist
lives explained to them, they
Louis Agassiz's assignments
are nonetheless full of respect and honest curioswhere he sent students home with simple speciity, clear attempts, as are the other poems in the
mens and directions to write ten pages of close
section, to sort out and map the lives of women
description of the leaf or feather or preserved fish,
who did not conform to the norms of their
then sent the same students home the following
times. The heroine of the section, though, is the
day and the day after with the same specimens
not-famous Miss Dottie, a Church Lady extraorand the same requirements for ten more pages.
dinaire:
The story has him greeting his exhausted, terrified
students on the fourth day with some version of
Miss Dottie thinks God is a gentleman
"Now that, gentlemen, is Biology!" If paying attenAs she arranges perfectly bound hymnals
tion to specimens in a thousand ways is biology, it
In a row before the sanctuary.
is also, surely, a form of reincarnation. The poems
He always rewards good manners, she insists,
in "Obsequies" turn their subjects this way and
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that, paying attention to and conversing with their
subjects, which include Samuel Beckett's Waiting
for Godot. "Waiting for Beckett" mentions that a
cord (in this case a "sexton's cord") can be used to
lasso and retrieve a breach baby, an image that also
appears in Emmett Till's introductory poem, and
ends with a lovely, cheeky, truth-telling pun:
The train was late;
The station so lonely.
Thousands waited for
The posting of yesterday's schedule.
It'll be on time.
The same mordancy-a mixture of frustration,
rage, and understanding-pervades the section, especially the group of poems about New
Orleans, Katrina, and the hell of the Superdome.
"The Slaver Superdome" begins, "Herded down
like the black sheep I Of internet America I
They were sealed in the belly... ;' so that the infamous stadium becomes, all at once, a slave ship,
a sacrifice-consuming god, and Jonah's fish. The
poem ultimately chooses the slave ships as its controlling image, ending:
The slaver still sails across a sea of grief.
It is rigged again for the journey
In sister and brother ships
Docking in Houston, Detroit, Chicago.
Written on every manifest:
Destiny.
This is a confession, an irony, and a statement of
grief, the result of paying hard, repeated attention.
The section ends with "Passover in the
Camps;' in which Kolin weaves an italicized
almost-Haggadah between stanzas of explanation and commentary about aspects of the Final
Solution. This is a lot to take on, and the poem
doesn't succeed on the same level as Anthony
Hecht's "The Book of Yolek" (I'm not sure any
Holocaust poem by an Anglophone writer does),
but it manages to bring an almost impossible
mixture of biblical commentary and midrashic
insertion, factual history, and sheer anguish
together into something that achieves grace as it
builds to an act of contrition.
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After the ending of "Obsequies;' the only
place left for the book to go is "Revelation."
Even with Wallace Stevens making an appearance, this is the most explicitly Christian of the
book's sections, including poems titled "Adam's
Three Gardens;' "PECATA MUNDI," "Fish;' and
"Mother Teresa's Watch:' The same ironic knowing, a form of loving, pervades it. Adam's third
garden is populated with"... blood-seared thorns
and stargazer lilies I pressed into a crown: God
calling us I back to paradise:' "PECATA MUNDI"
is a list poem, not unpredictably, but the list itself
is full of twists and wise surprises: "... loincloths,
recriminations, wounded tongues, I ... firstlings
with slit throats, anger's mark"- and ends with
"thin souls" selling their eyes for "rich men's buttons." Its revelation is that the world is damaged
and self-damaging. This may not be a revelation most readers find surprising, but it is one
that affirms our experience of a world that resists
recycling and can't make its mind up about reincarnation, let alone Incarnation.
The section, and the book, close beautifully with a poem about a secretary, a woman.
Though there are an increasing number of male
administrative assistants, the field is still very
much dominated by women, and, like faith and
poetry, is one of the things that keeps the world
functioning. Kolin's secretary is "... martyred
by pinstriped despots ...", but perseveres in the
face of the world's male "rancor" because ".. .she
[knows] why God made her" and "[f]rom her
seventh floor she [can] almost see I the Beatific
vision." It is amazing, and a large piece of grace,
how often we manage to survive our histories
and our griefs on the frail strength of an "almost."
It is that "almost" that drives these two books by
Philip Kolin. ;-

Devon Miller-Duggan teaches creative writing at the University of Delaware. Her poetry
has been published in Rattle, Shenandoah,
Margie, Christianity and Literature, and

Gargoyle.

The Miracle of Confirmation Sunday
Paul Koch

T

OO

MANY

PASTORS

SAY

THEY

HATE

Confirmation Sunday. They love the
Catechism, and they love teaching students. They have no problem with the white
robes or the class photos, but they hate the rite
of confirmation itself. Why? Because they know
that too many students are promising to continue
in communion with the church, with no serious
intention of doing so. I daresay my colleagues are
missing out on the miracle and joy of the occasion.
This Trinity Sunday, I will see my twelfth
group of ninth-grade confirmands confirmed.
For years, I have asked students what confirmation means, and often heard the response: "It's
when you confirm your faith:' That sounds good,
but it misses something important. Throughout
scripture, when someone speaks of confirmation,
it is God doing the confirming.
A confirmation is a way of verifying your
words. If you call a restaurant to confirm a reservation, you are establishing that their promise
to set aside a table still stands. In scripture, God
makes eternal promises to us, and then he confirms his word by delivering what he promised.
One vivid example takes place at the end
of Mark's Gospel. In Mark 16:16, Jesus says,
"Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved,
but whoever does not believe will be condemned:'
Big promise. By baptism and faith, we are saved
from sin, death, and the devil. But what if Jesus
doesn't mean it? What if he doesn't have the
authority to make such promises? Those doubts
are why he continues in verses 17-18: ''And these
signs will accompany those who believe: in my
name they will cast out demons; they will speak
in new tongues; they will pick up serpents with
their hands; and if they drink any deadly poison,
it will not hurt them; they will lay their hands on

the sick, and they will recover:' Jesus offers these
signs as proof that what he says goes. At the end
of the chapter, Mark says, "And they went out
and preached everywhere, while the Lord worked
with them and confirmed the message by accompanying signs:' Jesus makes a promise, and then
he confirms it.
The Book of Acts tells stories of these signs.
The disciples indeed spoke in tongues. When Paul
was bitten by a viper, he shook it off into a fire
with no harm. Various people received healing in
Christ's name. These signs are God's, something
God is doing to verify his word. All of these signs
confirmed the message. They showed that Jesus
meant what he said. He has authority to make
promises such as, "He who believes and is baptized will be saved, but he who does not believe
will be condemned:'
What about today? Does God still confirm
his promises? You bet. I have never seen someone survive a snakebite or poison, but I have seen
something just as miraculous. For twelve years,
I have watched confirmation students stand in
front of their congregation and say, "I believe in
God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and
earth. I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our
Lord:' Who are these students? Some were pious.
Some completed their assignments and memorized their Catechism with little hassle. Some have
attended church their entire lives. Others, however, were irreverent. For some, memorization
was like pulling teeth. Many were uninterested in
the things they learned, or at least they wanted us
all to believe that. Some attended church very little before confirmation classes. Far too many have
attended little since. But the miracle is that they
have all confessed faith in Christ with their own
lips-in public no less! Before tens and sometimes hundreds of people!
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A pastor who hates Confirmation Sunday fails
to appreciate the miracle of confessions, especially
when those confessions come from the impious
or the insincere. Consider the centurion at the
crucifixion, confessing that Jesus was God's Son.
Did he know what he was saying? Don Juel suggests that the centurion's words, "Surely this man
was the Son of God;' were uttered in sarcasm,
but that the centurion said more than he really
knew (1994, 74 n. 7). Pilate asked, "So you are the
King of the Jews?" To which the Lord responded,
"You say so;' not, "Do you really mean that?" St.
Paul is adamant that no one says "Jesus is Lord"

Jesus promised to make them
disciples, and he kept that promise.
And it happened in the way he said,
through baptizing and teaching.

unless the Holy Spirit inspires him (1 Corinthians
12:3). The smart aleck confirmation student
might respond that he can say whatever he wants
without the Spirit's inspiration, but can he? Every
time I hear "Jesus is Lord;' I will say the Spirit has
been at work, especially in the smart aleck's case.
The Spirit must laugh when he can bring smart
alecks to this point, extracting the truth despite
themselves, inspiring articulations of Christ from
unlikely sources.
Not only are these confessions miraculous, but
they confirm the promise that Jesus made to these
students when they were baptized: "Go therefore
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them:'
Jesus promised to make them disciples, and he
kept that promise. And it happened in the way he
said, through baptizing and teaching. When they
stand before us on Confirmation Sunday and say,
"I believe in God, the Father almighty... I believe
in Jesus Christ ... I believe in the Holy Spirit;' it
is God himself confirming his promise to make
them his disciples, and he is confirming it with
the miraculous sign of the students' own Spiritinspired, public confession.
42

The Cresset

The body of Christ includes many members,
including ones we don't see very often. Like shoulder blades, they aren't often visible, but they are
nonetheless attached. Christ's body is a complex
organism, and you get to know it better over the
course of time. As a pastor, it helps to spend more
than a few years in one parish. You come to recognize people who don't appear on Sundays, but
who attend every funeral. You see students confirmed who don't return the following Sunday,
but who end up as groomsmen in weddings, or
who bring their own children for baptism. They
have not stopped hearing the Word. They have
not been cut off from the body of Christ.
One of my earliest confirmands was a real
piece of work. He was interested in snowmobiles
and demolition derbies. Catechism? Not so much.
He disrupted class with jokes and side conversations, and in the days leading up to Confirmation
Sunday I spent a lot of time with him in my office,
reciting the Catechism over and over again, until
he could say enough of it by himself to pass. After
he was confirmed, I didn't see him in church.
Then, about a year later, he showed up one night.
It was a Wednesday evening, and I was preparing for class. He looked lost. He had ridden his
four-wheeler to our small country church and
then wandered into the classroom, curious if
there was class that night. I invited him to join
us. He didn't make a habit out of it. I didn't see
him again on Wednesday evenings, and I saw him
only occasionally on Sundays, probably less than
Christmas and Easter. But the Word had gotten
hold of him.
We are nearly at the five-hundredth
Anniversary of the Lutheran Reformation. Since
1517, how many students have stood before their
congregations and confessed the Apostles' Creed?
Millions? It would be a pity to despise such a
miracle. How many never attended a worship
service again? Probably fewer than we suspect.
How many heard a lot more of God's word than
they would have otherwise, because their parents
or grandparents expected them to attend class for
a couple years? Many of them might have forgotten the Catechism they memorized, but in their
cramming, on the Wednesday drive from home to
church, how many had to recite the words Christ

and forgiveness in such close proximity and with
such repetition that those words will be forever
linked in their minds? Or the words Baptism and
salvation? It would be wonderful if every confirmand spoke the Apostles' Creed from a genuine
heart, but it is more miraculous when such words
come from the lips of genuine sinners.
Jim Nestingen recalls a comment from fellow
seminary professor Gerhard Frost: "For years,
the catechism glowered at us menacingly. Then
it went behind trees and hid, peeking out occasionally. Now we're hoping that it will come out
and smile again'' (1990, 33). Perhaps the smile has
disappeared because we have been too impatient.
We haven't given the Catechism enough time to
do its work. It works best, of course, when parents
read it at home over the course of years, when it is
displayed as Luther intended it, as a poster on the
wall where fathers can see it from the dinner table
and teach it to their kids. But even if students
only ever see it for a couple years in confirmation
classes, we don't have to lose heart that it has failed
just because the week after Confirmation Sunday
they are gone. Jesus compared the kingdom to
seeds and yeast, things which operate imperceptibly and slowly. We are ready to cut down the tree,
but the vinedresser wants more time (Luke 13:8).
St. Peter had his own Confirmation Sunday,
and just like the old tradition, it was also his First
Communion. Like every other confirmand, he
promised that he would never desert Jesus, that he
would lay down his life for him. Jesus knew better,
and told him so: "You'll deny me three times:' A

week later, Peter was missing from church, hiding
behind locked doors. And our resurrected Lord
showed up and announced peace. Not long after
that, Peter decided to go fishing for fish, instead
of fishing for men, as Jesus had instructed. Once
again, Jesus showed up, full of so much forgiveness that he cooked Peter and the other disciples
breakfast.
On Confirmation Sunday, when you hear
them promising to continue in communion with
the church even though it is more likely the next
Sunday they will be fishing, shopping, or sleeping
in, then feel free to smile, knowing that despite
the hollowness of their intentions, Christ has a
way of pursuing his sheep. t

Paul Koch is pastor of St. John's Lutheran
Church in Howard Lake, Minnesota.
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AN ALGAE MAT ON THE WATER
I lie awake alone at night, the bedsheets
moonlight-striped or shadowed by the new
moon's dark. The gods who regulate our lives

are blind to us, and we are blind to them.
They go by many names, they never answer,
and yet I call to them-to Slippage, Edge,

Division, Membrane, Accident, and Vanishing
-as if they're really there, and listen
to the struck -dumb silence following,

the echo of the thesis that admits
no argument. We're subject, compromised,

impermanent as shine, as algae snagged
against a logjam which a cow moose
carelessly dislodges with her left hind hoof.

Her thoughtlessness announces an ideal,
while the algae's frailty confirms a certainty.
I wait. Eventually those clouds
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will clear the pines that edge the yard. A light
will strike down from the sky, and then the dark
will strike. Such terrors our thinking conceives,

and then we make them. So much for the good.
So much for the imagination. Darkness,

brightness, further dark: such structure,
simple though it seems, exceeds us. Why not
simply gaze, refract, record? The eye as pinhole

aperture; the mind as dark receptive
camera. In that chamber that constructs
the light, can disbelief become a creed?

For I believe in wind deforming water,
bent and unbent grass, whatever stands forth
brightly from the flux. In its dominion

over nothing, substance only proves divine.
Out of absence flares a temporary shine.

Jonathan Weinert

Trinity 2016

45

The Day of Giving Up Control
Thoughts on Pentecost
Cara Strickland

W

I WAS YOUNGER, I LOVED
Pentecost because everyone was supposed to come to our Presbyterian
church wearing red. I would comb through my
closet, wanting to be red from head to toe. As
we walked into church that morning, I always
enjoyed looking for the others who had remembered the memo. Once a year, I felt part of the
story, a walking sermon illustration.
During those Pentecost sermons, I always got
a big kick out of a specific phrase, which I underlined in my Bible: "these men are not drunk as
you suppose:' Peter says this in response to the
naysayers who are discounting the indwelling
work of the Holy Spirit happening right in front
of them.
The Bible I read today chooses gender unspecific language whenever it is a faithful translation.
Now when I read "these are not drunk as you
suppose;' I place myself in the story, wondering
what it would be like to have the Holy Spirit suddenly come upon me, my mouth forming words
in a language I don't know, burning flames all
around and a noise like a rushing wind. I would
be terrified.
In almost every church I have been a part of,
someone has prayed or sung: Holy Spirit, come.
When we repeat these words, I am guessing most
of us do it without anxiety. We aren't worried
about what the Spirit will do or how it will look
or feel. We aren't concerned that the first time the
Holy Spirit came to indwell humanity everyone
thought they were drunk.
This isn't the only time that the effects of
the Holy Spirit are compared to drunkenness.
Ephesians 5:18 reads, "Do not get drunk with
wine, for that is debauchery..." But every sermon
I've ever heard on this verse stops there. I've never
heard anyone talk about the second part: "... but
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be filled with the Spirit:' This verse isn't about
refusing to lose control, but about choosing the
right thing to lose control to.
If we believe that the Holy Spirit is the third
person of the Trinity, fully God, then we must
also believe that the Holy Spirit is far more powerful than countless bottles of vodka, absinthe,
or Everclear, lined up to the horizon. These socalled spirits dim in comparison with the Spirit.
Once the Holy Spirit is inside us, the results are
limitless; the Spirit can move in whatever way it
wishes.
My earliest church memories are of a Vineyard
church in southern California, where my father
was a pastor. It was one place where we prayed for
the Holy Spirit to come with a bit of trembling. In
that place, I learned to listen and watch for signs
that our invitation had been accepted. I opened
my little-girl mouth wide to drink the Spirit in.
Later, long after we left California and were
attending other kinds of churches, I would pray
alone in my bed for what my parents called a
"prayer language" (distinguished from speaking
in tongues by the private nature of the practice,
which doesn't require an interpreter). By then,
it was clear that I was a perfectionistic control
freak. I spared no opportunity to create order. I
worried constantly. I did my best to avoid a single
misstep. Night after night, I opened my mouth,
hoping that words I didn't know would suddenly
tumble out, a message to God that even I didn't
understand, a deep communication sent by my
spirit, or perhaps the Spirit inside me. One night,
it happened.
In that moment, time was unimportant, and
though I had often prayed slowly, trying to choose
the right words that might move the God of Heaven,
now the words spilled freely. For once, it wasn't all
up to me. I was out of control, and I wasn't afraid.

I have seen the excesses of the charismatic
movement, the dark sides and the light. Like any
other way of doing faith, I don't think it is always
done well or that it is always without value. But I
do know that there are times when I cannot find
words to pray. A friend loses a child, an illness
comes back, I bear witness to a raw, heartrending longing in someone else, or myself. In those
moments, it is a relief to take a break from my
perceived grasp on control. Sometimes I pray "in
the Spirit" as we used to say, and sometimes I just
sit, trusting that the Spirit intercedes on my behalf
and never stops. Unlike the glass of wine I sometimes drink to encourage myself into celebration,
or to take a break from holding up the world, the
Spirit is no controlled substance, with power that
wanes or wears off after time.
As Pentecost comes again this year, I am
thinking about those unsuspecting Jews, in
Jerusalem to celebrate the feast of Pentecost,
fifty orderly days after Passover. My experience
with Jewish celebrations leads me to believe that

there was plenty of wine flowing. That wine was
a known quantity, intended to warm the heart
and enhance the feast, but when the Spirit came,
suddenly each person heard about God's deeds of
power in a language they could understand. Peter
refers back to the words of the prophet Joel for
explanation. The last days Joel spoke about had
come; salvation was finally at hand.
On Pentecost this year, I will sit in my little
Lutheran church, with the blonde wood, and
the beautiful stained glass windows. I will try to
remember to wear red. I will join with the congregation as we ask the Holy Spirit to come, and as
I look for evidence of that presence, I hope that I
can open my mouth wide, even if it causes me to
tremble and lose control. t

Cara Strickland is a freelance writer based in
Washington State. You can find more of her
work at carastrickland.com.

-------

JESUS PRAYER
Like convicts circling a razored yard,
let my fingers, mind, soul, and lips
walk the chotki's knotted path
so that exercised and shackled
my mind may find my heart
and in that dark, blind at last
to the shimmering, world-sweet lies,
I might hear the whispering One
drawing near to offer me his sleeve.
That thus made blind, I might see.
That thus confined, I might be freed.

Richard Pierce

'i
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The Millennials and Me
David Heddendorf

0

NE MONDAY MORNING, AS ON EVERY

Monday morning, I lugged two bags of
trash past our garage and my vegetable
garden to the alley behind our house. There I stood
for a moment, taking in a mysterious absence. Our
big green trash container, the kind with wheels and
a wobbly hinged lid, was gone. The place where for
years it had awaited me every week gaped empty, a
strangely bare patch of ground.
Who in the world would steal a trash container?
I stuffed the two bags in a smaller can left over
from the old pre-container days, affixing a note:
"Someone stole our container:' I felt like a ten-yearold muttering that the dog had eaten his homework.
Later that day the trash had been removed,
and our green container was back in its usual place.
With a shrug, I consigned the episode to the realm
of unsolved mysteries and got on with my week.
The next Monday, trash bags in hand, I once
again found an empty place where the container
should have been. I looked around. On the other
side of the alley, behind some houses that had been
carved up into student apartments, a strip of junk
trees, neglected backyards, and parked cars stretched
for a block. A container just like ours stood in this
seedy area, directly opposite my garden. I crossed
the alley. From some familiar scuffs and dirt on the
lid I suspected the container was ours. After some
hesitation, I wheeled the container over to our side
of the alley, raised the lid, and threw my two bags
atop some pizza boxes and other loose trash.
Thus began my battle of wills and wits with
the trash pirate. A man from the removal service
assured me the container was ours, so I felt no compunction about reclaiming it, but my opponent just
as determinedly stole it back every time. After two
or three weeks of this back-and-forth nonsense, I
locked the thing to a fence, upside down, with a
bicycle cable.
48

The Cresset

We have lived in this smallish college town for
twenty-five years. In the fall, the local paper likes
to gush about the "energy" the returning students
bring, and how lucky we are to have them. We longterm residents obviously benefit from our young
neighbors' presence in many ways, from employment to commerce to cultural events. But no one
much likes the drunken yelling in the middle of the
night, or the cans and bottles littering the streets
after football games, or the carefree, exuberant
driving.
In recent years, I have become increasingly
aware not only of the local college students but of the
wider group to which they belong. The Millennials
are everywhere: addicted to their smart phones,
dominating cinemas with their comic-book movies,
revolutionizing the social scene with their complex
networks of friends. In all these ways-attitudes to
technology, tastes in art, and concepts of family loyalty-Millennials discomfit my view of the world.
Most disturbing of all, Millennials seem cheerfully, unapologetically secular. In one article after
another, self-described Millennials report the joys
of not believing in God and predict the irrelevance
of those who do. David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons
of The Barna Group have been compiling numbers
on this phenomenon for the past dozen years. In
unChristian (Baker, 2007), they wrote that "outsiders" to Christianity make up 40 percent of people
ages sixteen to twenty-nine (18). Still more troubling, their study revealed a growing hostility
toward the Church. Millennials, lots of them, aren't
just "outside" Christianity. They want nothing to do
with Christians or Christ, and they don't mind saying so.
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TALKED WITH THE TRASH PICKUP

guy about our wandering container, he
told me the service had been cancelled

for the house behind ours. Aside from proving that
the container definitely did not belong there, this
information meant little to me at the time. For my
twenty-eight-year-old daughter, however, it made
all the difference. The landlord had put my trash
pirate in a bind, she explained. What were the tenants supposed to do? They had to put their trash
somewhere. Our container was available, and we
obviously had room. What was the big deal anyway?
I saw her point, of course. (My daughter is
pretty smart.) Our weekly two bags hardly filled the
huge container. An involuntary sharing arrangement might tax its capacity now and then, but most
of the time there would be no problem. I began, just
a little, to regard the situation from the Millennia!
trash pirate point of view.
According to Kinnaman and Aly Hawkins in
You Lost Me (Baker, 2011), a sequel to unChristian,
"Teens and twentysomethings tend to determine
the rightness and wrongness of their choice by what
seems fair, reasonable, and accessible" (2011, 173).
The formula neatly describes back-alley trash ethics as I had been introduced to them. Millennials
see no stigma in being a CD pirate, so why should
a trash pirate scruple about tossing a pizza box in
a handy container, especially if the stingy landlord
doesn't provide one? It seems fair, and everyone's
trash ends up getting removed. Of course, I could
think of a few options the tenant might have tried
before mooching off my service, but at least, thanks
to my Millennia! daughter, I could understand the
thinking that had led to my violated container.
I wish I could say that my trash story led to
a happy ending, with my pirate-turned-partner
and me having coffee at a neighborhood diner.
Sorry. The bicycle cable still secures our container.
Another container did materialize across the alley,
so the landlord's Scrooge stage apparently passed,
but I still try to avoid getting personally involved
with other people's trash. When it comes to the
alley and its denizens, I keep my distance. It's still a
jungle out there.
But I have taken the lessons of Kinnaman, my
daughter, and my unknown neighbor to heart. I
want to help bridge this imposing generational
divide. I want to do something, however small,
about young people's abandonment of faith. My

belated effort to understand the Millennials begins
with remembering myself as a twenty-one-year-old
Boomer.
Like most people's, my twenties were a time of
sporadic rebellion and confusion. I never stopped
going to church, but I experimented with some
new traditions and shed the ones of my childhood. I became disillusioned with leaders I had
once respected, dissatisfied with assumptions that
denied my deepest self.
During college, early in these floundering years,
I attended a church that was serious about hospitality. In the crowd milling around after morning
worship, you would hear people asking, "Do you
have someplace to eat dinner?" Most Sundays,

My belated effort to understand
the Millennials begins with
remembering myself as a
twenty-one-year-old Boomer.

before you could reach the door, you were invited
to someone's table. Occasionally I would have preferred heading home and taking a nap, but I almost
always jumped at an offer of dinner. I was a college
student living off campus. A free, substantial meal
meant an extra few dollars in my pocket, not to
mention another day of survival.
I visited a half dozen or more homes over
the course of those Sunday afternoons, usually
in the company of two or three fellow students.
Sometimes our hosts were couples with growing
families, and in these cases the head of the household might serve up some theological remarks
along with the ham or roast beef. The younger the
husband, I noticed, the more long-winded and selfassured this commentary tended to be. On at least
one occasion I had dinner at the pastor's house,
regarded among students as an especially edifying,
vaguely prestigious event.
But my favorite place to have dinner, and the
home I remember visiting the most often, was Paul
and Peg Wilson's. Mr. and Mrs. Wilson, as I must
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have called them then, were probably in their sixties or seventies. To me, of course, they just seemed
old. Paul, a retired pastor, served as an elder or in
some other leadership capacity. Everyone viewed
the Wilsons as gifted saints who had long and faith fully ministered in the denomination. None of this
churchly distinction mattered, however, when you
went to their house for dinner. Paul, white-haired,
becoming a little hesitant in manner, presided over
the table with a dignified calm. Peg, the outgoing
one, assumed the couple's social responsibilities,
making sure all of us got enough to eat and were
included in the conversation. I remember Peg
running the show in a flour-dusted apron, briskly
setting out dishes, assigning us small tasks, then
discarding the apron and taking her seat with a
composed elegance.
I loved the Wilsons' old-fashioned dining
room, so unlike the casual Colonial style in which
I had grown up. Around the long table and heavy
chairs stood cabinets for storing the bowls, plates,
and platters we passed. The somber, massive furniture and genteel china conveyed a low-key
formality. Peg provided plenty of Sunday comfort
food: pot roast, dinner rolls, mashed potatoes,
gravy in a fingertip-blistering boat. Most of us had
been raised on similar Sunday dinners, if in somewhat different surroundings. In that starchy, proper
dining room, we couldn't have felt more at home.
One afternoon, someone asked about the
sculpted, not quite life-sized female head perched
high atop one of the cabinets. The figure had
demurely downcast eyes, a faultless nose, and copious backswept hair above shoulders classically
draped in seashell-tinted folds.
"Oh;' said Peg with a little smile. "That's Portia:'
I was used to church people's homes being decorated with wall hangings and knickknacks from
far-flung mission fields. Portia laid claim to no such
pious origins. Peg told a brief but colorful story
about buying the piece in some New York City auction house or second-hand store, then laboriously
hauling it across Manhattan in a taxi. I gazed up at
the improbable ornament, thinking how much I
liked these people, how glad I was to be with them.
It wasn't that I wanted to live like Paul and Peg.
I had no desire to go into the ministry, or to own a
comfortable house full of big, dark furniture. But as
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I looked around me during that unsettled period of
my life, testing perspectives on the world, seeking a
spiritual temperament that made sense to me, the
Wilsons were one of the few attractive options I had
found: quiet, patient, listening, wise. They didn't try
to sell me on a theological system. They wanted
nothing in return for their generosity. They didn't
care if I preferred Henry James and Elvis Costello
to discussions of infant baptism and special revelation. They simply opened their home, making it
look easy and no trouble to themselves, and offered
food, acceptance, rejuvenation, peace.
My wife and I don't live in a house like the
Wilsons'-nor, to tell the truth, do we possess
their gift for hospitality. I am not sure exactly how
to emulate their kindness. But I see in them, and
in their influence on my twenty-one-year-old self,
a glimmer of how to approach the restless, skeptical Millennials. I can give without demanding
or expecting compensation. I can accept jarring
appearances, listen to unfamiliar cultural formsperhaps even come to terms with podcasts, hip hop,
and mashups-and share some of the advantages
that have come my way. I can offer honest, forthright friendship. I can find a way to be someone's
Paul and Peg. t

David Heddendorf lives in Ames, Iowa. His
writing has appeared in The Southern Review
and Sewanee Review.
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Watching 42 at the Dollar Matinee
with My Mother
Marjorie Maddox

A

T EIGHTY-FOUR, MY MOTHER IS SHOWING

her age. She hobbles into the already
dark theater to watch the movie
we have previously seen separately but not
together. I, recuperating from a broken foot,
also am hobbling. Yet, despite the shadows and
our less-than-perfect health, I easily find my
place beside her-again. As the film begins, we
both are caught up in Jackie Robinson's story,
but silent in our own reflections. Then the
camera zooms in on a cigar-smoking slightly
rumpled gentleman with bushy eyebrows. My
mother leans over and whispers excitedly, "He
sounds just like Uncle Branch. He really does."
While most of the largely senior audience sees
Harrison Ford in that Midwestern second-run
theater, my mother and I see family.
We have been warming up for this ballgame
movie for a while now: chatting about one of its
subjects-the Robinson/Rickey partnershipfor many of my fifty-four years, years that like
. my mother's eighty-four continue to witness
needed change.
Two years earlier, while drafting a juvenile
biography of Branch Rickey, I craved the familiar stories as only my mother could tell them.
Bound together by the power of story and fam ily, we spent hours on the phone. I listened as she
reminisced about a man who wrote her letters,
who taught her his favorite poems, who treated
her to New York outings, and who took her
to ballgames where, as a girl and young adult,
she met such celebrities as sportscaster Red
Barber, manager Leo Durocher, and comedian
Jack Benny. During our phone conversations,
she laughed at her great uncle's notoriously
bad driving and admired his abiding faith . In
between, I added my few, brief recollections:
family birthday parties where, at the age of

three or four, I leaned against his shoulder a few
years before his death.
Mostly though, I learned even more deeply
the tales behind baseball's "Great Experiment."
With each story, my deep respect for the
Robinsons and my great granduncle grew
deeper, and so did my relationship with my
mother. As we gazed up together at the silver
screen, I was reminded again how stories and
memories bind us together, how values are
passed down through generations.
My mother first saw 42 at its grand opening
at Ohio Wesleyan University, the alma mater she
shared with Branch Rickey, the great uncle who
made it possible for her to attend and receive her
degree more than sixty years ago. Along with
several family members, she sat mesmerized in
that beautiful Strand Theater, which, during my
mother's college years in the late 1940s, hosted
reruns of Gone with the Wind.
Later, four hundred miles away in
Pennsylvania, I heard my mother's lively narratives of the Robinson/Rickey celebration:
the insights and kindness of Branch Rickey III,
and-of course-scene-by-scene accounts of
Brian Helgeland's cinematic retelling of baseball's "Great Experiment."
When my husband, two children, and I later
sat in our own small-town crowded theater, we
too re-experienced through the camera's lens
both our country's and our family's history.
Watching the responses of my children, I witnessed once more how values travel generations.
As a family, we clapped for all that has changed.
And then we talked: about the need to make a
difference, about the importance of continuing
on toward what is most right and good.
Sharing that second, later viewing of 42
with my mother, I was blessed with the added
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commentary of her memories. We laughed,
sighed, and dabbed our moist eyes together. By
the flickering light of that movie's projector, we
looked back and ahead. We were able to hope
that the experiences passed on from one generation to the next could continue to instill change.
And so, after the credits rolled and the theater
emptied, my mother and I hobbled on our weakened bodies into the afternoon sun. The day was

not yet over. There were still a lifetime of stories
to discuss. There were still ways to make the dark
corners of the world brighter. ~

Marjorie Maddox is Director of Creative
Writing and Professor of English at Lock
Haven University.

EVENING PRIMROSE
--after Jeffrey McDaniel
We forget that God plants each soul by hand,
unwinds the soil with rain's cuneiform
until every body shouts with foliage
and we're the only things visible for miles.
No. We curse the pregnant clouds, the storms they bear,
the evening fog that makes pilgrimage through us.
We ride the fences, press aboard between angels
that huddle there and rub their wings together
for warmth. We refuse their incidental songs,
refuse to bloom in the estuary of moonlight.

Joshua Gage
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Politics and the Crucifixion
Geoffrey Bowden

T

HIS YEAR, LENT COINCIDED WITH ONE OF

the most heated presidential primary seasons the US has experienced in quite some
time. Pondering my own sinfulness and the sinfulness of humanity in general really was quite easy as
I read, watched, and listened to candidates contort
the truth in attempts to justify past, current, and
future actions. Our politics not only manifests itself
in sinfulness, it all too often appears designed from
and for sinfulness. But, of course, Lent comes to a
close with Holy Week, when our sinfulness reaches
a crescendo, then is decimated by the power of God
made perfect in the weakness of the Cross and the
mystery and glory of the Resurrection.
For centuries, Christian visions of politics have
been defined by readings of the Old Testament,
the location of the most explicit picture of God's
desires for human beings embodied in governing
institutions. Israel is the model of God's holy rule
over His people, and should animate our contemporary politics, if not altogether dominate it. It has
a leadership structure, a civic code, a moral vision
that includes religious instruction, and outlines
relationships with other nations. What more could
Christians ask for from a biblical politics?'
But this year I was left wondering if Christians
have failed to consider how the Gospel narratives,
especially the Passion, should inform our politics. 2
Certainly the church cultivates disciples who possess moral and spiritual virtues that can translate
into the political arena in some positive form. But
what do those virtues look like? And might the
crucifixion go beyond issues of personal character into the very purpose of politics itself? From
Plato's Republic to John Rawls's A Theory of justice,
politics have been assigned the end/good/purpose of justice. Moral and political philosophers
have debated the precise nature of justice at least
since Socrates was given the death penalty, yet the

correct policy choices that should well up from a
conception of justice often remain elusive. Despite
our inability to agree on the specifics of justice,
even an American society rife with the language
of moral relativism still views justice as the heart of
our political existence. The last several years have
seen an explosion of political energy dedicated to
correcting the poverty of justice in race relations.
Environmental issues are now couched in the language of justice, as if the earth itself has a moral
stake. And revelations in the wake of the financial
collapse of 2008-09 (The Panama Papers being
only the most recent) have placed poverty and
extreme wealth in the moral calculus of justice.
What can the crucifixion say about all of this?
Orthodox theologian David Bentley Hart pointed
the way forward in a 1998 essay about St. Anselm's
Cur Deus Homo. Hart refurbished Anselm's reputation as a defender, and perhaps the originator, of
the theory commonly referred to as penal substitutionary atonement, contending that Anselm has
been misread and does not espouse penal substitutionary atonement as it is commonly articulated.
In Hart's reading, the justice of the crucifixion, for
Anselm, is not an economic transaction between
God and Jesus (on our behalf), in which Jesus
takes on the punishment that humanity is owed
and God's wrath is satisfied by the violence of the
cross. Rather, God's divine justice is perfectly manifested in the cross because God's nature as both
perfectly just and perfectly merciful are embodied
in the crucifixion. Jesus satisfies God's demands
not by what is done to him (violence and death),
but rather by what Jesus does, which is to remain
absolutely obedient until the very end, a path that
humanity is unable to trod. Hart puts it this way:
It must not be overlooked that for
Anselm it is not Christ's suffering as
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such that is redemptive (the suffering
merely repeats sin's endlessly repeated
and essential gesture), but rather his
innocence; he recapitulates humanity by
passing through all the violences of sin
and death, rendering to God the obedience that is his due, and so transforms
the event of his death into an occasion of
infinite blessings for those to whom death
is condign. Christ's death does not even
effect a change in God's attitude towards
humanity; God's attitude never alters: he
desires the salvation of his creatures, and
will not abandon them even to their own
cruelties. (348)
In this interpretation, Christ had to die to satisfy God's wrath because death was the extent to
which sin had a hold on humanity. And "[God's]
mercy is imparted in the acceptance of Christ's
voluntary death ... Christ's sacrifice is ultimately
not an economic gesture ... but belongs instead to
the infinite motion of God's love, in which justice
and mercy are one and can never be divided one
from the other" (347) . Once our understanding
of the crucifixion moves beyond a model where
punishment and violence take center stage, the
crucifixion may indeed offer a divine understanding of the nature of politics in pursuit of justice.
Hart repeatedly emphasizes (following Anselm)
that God's justice and mercy are the same thing:
[Justice and mercy] do not constitute a
dialectical opposition sublated in the
atonement. Nor do they possess only a
mysterious and transcendent unity in
God's unsearchable depths, leaving to
the human vantage merely a sense of one
relenting before the pressure of the other.
In the God-man, within human history,
God's justice and mercy are shown to be
one thing, one action, life, and being.
(344)
If God's mercy and justice are one, a Christian
conception of justice should follow, even as it
applies to the political realm. The retractable
sinfulness of our politics today lies precisely in
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that it embodies a notion of justice that is not
the same as mercy. Mercy may exist in conjunction with justice here and there in our system,
but never are they seen as the same "thing." Are
human institutions incapable of conceptualizing and operationalizing divine justice, insofar
as justice and mercy are one? Leaving aside the
obvious conclusion that we are sinful and cannot
attain perfect justice (much less a justice that is
also perfect mercy), Hart suggests that it is precisely because God's justice is God's mercy that
it is perfect. If our political justice were even to
move in the direction of God's justice, must it not
also become mercy, though an imperfect manifestation? Our justice is on an inferior level, or
is an altogether different "thing" because it is not
also mercy.
My own understanding of the relationship
between the Church and the political realm rests
on the two having different, though not necessarily unrelated, ends. The Church's end is the
highest end: a sustained vision of God where all
are in perfect obedience through perfect worship. The political realm has been "ordained" by
God (Romans 13) and has a limited role to play
within the larger ordering of ends. Whether or
not governments play that limited role has forever been the source of all manner of conflict
between governments and between governments and the Church. Just as Christians must
continually assess their own moral state, they
must also scrutinize the activities of the governments that rule over them. A Christian political
theology that is biblical cannot abandon politics
altogether. It must at the very least be engaged in
the role of protester in the face of unjust public
policy and may even praise or assist policy that
coheres with the justice of God's final end.
But how can Christians pursue the justice of
the cross, a justice that is mercy, in the political arena? The first task is to be firmly rooted
in Christian worship, formed by the ancient liturgy of the church, so that our desires are truly
focused on the proper end. Tending to our own
desires helps ensure that we are prepared to
resist the temptations of the world to love things
that we ought not, or to love them more than we
should. Being rooted in worship also empowers

Christians to discern the truth about the "principalities and powers" and to speak that truth
openly. Justice requires truth about moral wrongdoing. Only when the truth is out in the open is
mercy possible. There are countless issues that
America grapples with in the public sphere that
are begging for justice soaked in truth that leads
to mercy: the death penalty, abortion, racism,
police brutality, and economic inequality. If we
continue to elevate "choice" as the most authentic and proper moral expression in dealing with
unwanted or unplanned pregnancies, American
society will never move toward a justice that is
mercy. A politics of the crucifixion must expose
sin for what it is. Only then can a justice that
is also mercy move the larger American society
away from a politics that worships its own end as
the highest of them all.
President Obama will travel to Hiroshima,
Japan at the end of May "to highlight his continued commitment to pursuing peace and security
in a world without nuclear weapons." (BBC,
"Barack Obama to visit Hiroshima on Japan and
Vietnam trip;' May 10, 2016). 3 When asked if the
President would apologize for the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima in August of 1945, the White
House said no. The strategic logic coming from
the White House is familiar: Japan is now an
ally, and the United States seeks to shore up that
alliance. But to apologize for the use of nuclear
weapons on Japan, when Japan was clearly not
an ally, would undermine the moral case for the
future use of nuclear weapons not only as deterrent, but as legitimate strike option. To apologize
for using a nuclear weapon would be to admit
that there might be an end higher than national
security, and that our use of nuclear weapons
on noncombatants was sinful precisely because
it belies the proper ordering of moral goods. It
would threaten our national idolatry. If we were
to apologize, we open ourselves up to the justice
of the crucifixion, speaking the truth of our own
sinfulness, and allowing mercy to well up from
within justice. Christians can pursue the justice
of the crucifixion by speaking the truth about
the proper ordering of ends, innocent human
life before national security and the convenience

of "choice;' thereby calling forth the mercy of
the crucifixion. The crucifixion is the singular
event in human history in which God's justice
and mercy are completely manifest. While our
political institutions are not designed to embody
this (their role should be much less ambitious),
Christian discipleship should shape a desire for
the justice of God's kingdom, embodied most
perfectly in the cross. '!'{-

Geoffrey Bowden is Coordinator of the
Program of Political Science at Savannah
State University.
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Notes
1. For a concise history of Christian thinking about
politics, see C. C. Pecknold, Christianity and Politics: A Brief Guide to the History (2010). Pecknold's
account is from within the Catholic tradition, so the
great diversity of the Protestant tradition is naturally
left out.
2. During Lent, I read Fleming Rutledge, The Crucifixion: Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ (2015).
3. http://www. bbc.com/ news/world -asia-36258866.
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David K. O'Connor's Plato's Bedroom:

Ancient Wisdom and Modern Love

A Resource For Misfits

A

MY AND LEON KASS REPORT THAT THEIR

interest in courtship and marriage began
when they asked their students what
they thought were the most important decision
they would make. Unsurprisingly, most students' answers concerned self-fulfillment realized
through graduate school or careers. But when
one unsuspecting fellow innocently answered,
"'Deciding
who
should be the
mother of my
children; he was,
'promptly attacked
by nearly every
other member of
the class"' (Wing
to Wing, Oar to
Oar [2000], 1). He
was berated for
squandering his
career
chances,
sacrificing
his
freedom,
and
elevating
motherhood
which
devalued women.
The spirited reaction of the class was a clear
indication that they thought his understanding
of marriage as largely defined by the begetting
and raising children made him a misfit. Misfits
everywhere will discover a resource in David
O'Connor's Plato's Bedroom, which discusses
their misfit desire in a way that is "palpable and
delightful:' The book is challenging because misfits, as Diotima tells Socrates, will need to "strain
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all (their) attention ... to trace the obscure depths
of the subject:'
From the start, O'Connor weighs modern
desire on the scale of sexual passion and finds it
not wanting enough. Moderns, fearing the "bittersweet" experience that Sappho saw at the heart
of desire, would rather experience a desire that is
"controlled, suppressed and restrained:' And so
they turn sexual passion into "sexual intercourse:'
This flat phrase has its origin with Thomas Malthus
who was working
out not a philosoPLATo's BEDROOM
phy of passion but
rather a public
David K. O'Connor
policy to regulate
St. Augustine's Press, 2015
procreation to stave
off starvation. (He
320 pages
would be shocked at
the problem of obe$28.00
sity.)
O'Connor's
criticism of modern desire turns
Reviewed by
on Wittgenstein's
observation
that
David K. Weber
"The limits of my
Valpa raiso Uni versity
language are the
limits of my world:'
Sexual intercourse
is a flat phrase that flattens richer conceptions
of sexual passion. Plato thinks about desire by
drawing from stories of divine characters-Eros,
Aphrodite, Venus, and Dionysus-who personify
the crazy madness of desire where sex is never safe.
This contrasts with public policy language which
flattens "the wonderful names oflove" so that Eros
is a porn peddler, Aphrodite dispenses aphrodisiacs, and Venus is a disease. In Plato's bedroom,

"making love" is the physical consummation of a
leisured experience of building passion "focused
on attention and conversation:' Today, it is whambam sexual intercourse.
The Symposium and Phaedrus are records of
conversations between characters who agree that
following desire to its "obscure depths" requires
a lot of talk to consider the many questions that
desire raises. A partial list of their questions is still
a long list. Is desire rational, passionate, or a combination of the two? What is it that we desire when
we desire to love and be loved? Is desire human
or divine? Is love about "filling a need" or "about
overflowing in joyful fullness"? What makes us
loveable? What makes us love another? Why does
the lover talk only about himself? Does commitment destroy desire? Is it better to be the lover or
the beloved?
To see how others have talked about these
questions, O'Connor introduces readers to the
strange world of Plato's Symposium. This is a
report on a male-only party, occupied alternatively with heavy drinking and recovering from
heavy drinking while conversing about sexual
desire. The character Phaedrus in the Symposium,
consumed by his desire for Socrates, thinks that
desire '.'makes us more motivated to live up to an
ideal than any other human relationship." Desire
is characterized by shame because we desire to be
"better than our usual selves" and so "feel deeper
pain when we fall short:' Phaedrus imagines that
an army of lover-beloved couples could never be
defeated "because they would be so ready to die
for each other:' They would exemplify the heroic
courage of Alcestis and Orpheus whose desire was
stronger than death. But when we meet Phaedrus
in the dialogue named after him, he is attracted to
the view that sexual passion is purer if not complicated by the commitments of love.
In the arc of the Symposium, the discussion
brings us to the comic playwright Aristophanes,
who tells a funny story about primordial androgynous beings. Once upon a time, Aristophanes
recounts, humans where genderless spheres whose
unity threatened to usurp the power of the gods.
The gods split the being into male and female, so
that, in their neediness, they would be occupied
with finding their soulmate.

Socrates follows this speech by reporting what
he has learned about erotics from Diotima who
teaches that Eros is an emptiness desiring fullness,
a kind of poverty and a kind of abundance. Our
desire for a human sexual union moves seamlessly
to the divine desire to create. There is in earthly
desire an immortal longing that we express in procreation. Helping misfits strain all their attention
to understand this obscurity of desire, O'Connor
offers a Platonic reading of Atom Egoyan's 1994
film, Exotica, concluding that the boredom and
sadness of a sex club indirectly confirms the
view that sexual passion is an immortal longing
which desires procreation. "The gentleman's club

O'Connor's argument, like that
of Humanae Vitae, will not have
wide purchase in our culture
today, except with misfits who
believe that "the fundamental
nature of the marriage act"
embodies their immortal longing.

is a hidden maternity ward;' says O'Connor, "if
only its denizens could be unsettled enough to
acknowledge their true needs:' And by reading
stories by Andre Dubus (1936-1999) in a Platonic
light, O'Connor sees a palpable and delightful
representation of the wildly unpopular encyclical
Humanae Vitae (1968). Published at the height
of the sexual revolution, it is known for its rejection of contraception. O'Connor thinks this focus
on its prohibitions misses the encyclical's point,
which is to think about the connection between
sexual union and procreation. O'Connor's argument, like that of Humanae Vitae, will not have
wide purchase in our culture today, except with
misfits who believe that "the fundamental nature
of the marriage act" embodies their immortal
longing (Paul IV).
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For misfits to believe such a thing they will
need resources, like Dubus's stories and characters,
to think their "way down into the predicaments of
romantic love ... in the modern world:' In "Falling
in Love," Ted characterizes the "temptation to
control romantic love" by detaching ecstasy from
intimacy. He enjoys and exploits the relaxed standards of the sexual revolution until he meets
Susan, an actress, who Dubus says has "been 'acting with passion;" for the same length of time that
Ted has been back (wounded) from Viet Nam.
They fall in love in the way that fictional characters in a love story fall in love, experiencing the
feeling of love while knowing it is not real. Susan
becomes pregnant; Ted proposes marriage; Susan
has an abortion. In retrospect, Ted realizes that
their "love" had a "secret, never-spoken, but very
real condition, that any child conceived from the
lovemaking in the relationship would be killed:'
Having fallen in love under this condition, Ted
recognizes that '"something inside of him was falling, and it would not stop until it broke:"
In the story, "All the Time in the World;'
LuAnn, who is a "good" Catholic, having gone to a
Catholic college in Boston, begins to feel that her
"relationships" leave her with "a growing feeling
of emptiness and hopelessness:' She recognizes
that, as Allan Bloom (in)famously argued in The
Closing of the American Mind, "relationship" is
a code word for sexual intimacy without poetic
commitment. A relationship comes with the stipulation that, '"If you get pregnant, we'll pay for
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an abortion together:" LuAnn rejects this condition, gives up dating, then falls in love with Ted.
Together they come to recognize the immortal
longing in their sexual passion that is reaching for
an intimacy that is "complete, unreserved, mutual
self-giving:' Desiring to be self-giving, they ascend
the ladder of love in being drawn outward to each
other and then to their offspring.
Plato's Bedroom advocates for an out-of-favor
notion of love. As such, it is not a surprise that the
book has a blunt either/or edge. Sexual passion is
a path that leads somewhere: Either to strip clubs
and abortion clinics or to Catholicism. This is not
a hardened conclusion, but the beginning of a kind
of conversation. These conversations especially
need to be sustained by the church of the misfits
as we must reconcile the vitality and volatility of
the love called Eros with the self-giving divine love
called Agape.
Finally, Plato's Bedroom is a happy book that
deals with hard truths. For me, I read it like a
book-length commentary on Screwtape's observation that God is "a hedonist at heart:' If he must
use the blunt edges of "fasts and vigils and stakes
and crosses;' it is to bring us into His presence
where there are "pleasures for evermore:' 1'

David K. Weber is Lecturer in Theology at
Valparaiso University.
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